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Chapter I
Introduction
In 1998 a journalist from Christianity Today reported that 1.7 million people had attended
the revival services at Brownsville Assemblies of God in Pensacola, Florida.1 Reports claim that
people from all over the world and from multiple denominations attended the services to hear the
evangelist preach the message of salvation.2 Eyewitnesses said that the services were jam-packed
with an overflow of attendees worshiping in the church’s chapel or in special tents set up on the
grounds, and that people stood in line for hours to attend the meetings.3
The Brownsville meetings were filled with jubilant singing, preaching, and calls for
salvation. Generally, at the end of the service, during a time known as the “altar call,” people
came toward the front of the church to pray for salvation. These “altar calls” often resulted in the
floors being strewn with the bodies of parishioners who were said to have been “slain in the
spirit.”4 Moreover, video footage from the revival records ecstatic baptisms wherein participants
flung their arms erratically while being held up by church leaders in the water. These videos also
capture images of people dancing to vibrant music as an energetic choir and band perform. In
addition, it was often claimed that supernatural healings and other miraculous happenings
occurred on a regular basis for the duration of the revival that continued unabated for several
years.
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The reaction to the Brownsville revival was mixed. While the revival attracted thousands
of the faithful, it also raised the ire of many onlookers. Interestingly, this behavior that caused so
much controversy at Brownsville has had a long history in American revivalism. Indeed, as early
as the colonial period, colonists had a term for this unusual practice which they dubbed
“enthusiasm.”
This work will demonstrate that “enthusiasm,” whether respected or reviled, was an
integral part of American revivalism from the colonial era to the modern period. This work will
also answer several questions about this boisterous religious practice, such as what behavior
constituted enthusiasm? What were the theological debates surrounding this practice? How has
the practice shaped American evangelicalism? Furthermore, what was the relationship between
American revivalism and enthusiasm?
First, it is necessary to lay down some terms for this study. Although “enthusiasm” is an
archaic term used by early Americans to describe this behavior, it will be used throughout the
following pages to mitigate confusion when speaking of this practice in multiple historical
epochs. It is also important to note that the term can be used to describe two types of behavior
that some commentators of the practice often delineate in their writings. The first type of
enthusiastic behavior, which appears to be the more common behavior in revivals, is a highly
emotional reaction on the part of participants during religious meetings. This could take the form
of screaming, convulsing, or falling. The second type of enthusiastic behavior were mystical
claims that could take the form of divine visions, prophecies, supernatural dreams, direct
revelation from God, miraculous healings, and, to some, the acquisition of charismatic gifts
found in the Bible. While both forms of enthusiastic behavior would be controversial, the latter
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would particularly cause much wrangling among many Protestants who believed that such
mystical encounters had ceased since the Apostolic age.5
Revivalists in America often assumed the first type of enthusiastic behavior was the
result of people being under the influence of the Holy Spirit. For example, Jonathan Edwards, a
New England minister of the First Great Awakening, claimed that the Holy Spirit did such a
work “as to cause the person (wholly unavoidably) to leap with all the insight, with joy and
mighty exultation of soul.”6 Likewise, Barton Stone, a Presbyterian minister who was an
eyewitness of the Kentucky revivals that were the catalyst of the Second Great Awakening,
stated that at an outdoor camp meeting, “many very many fell down, as men slain in battle, and
continued for hours together in an apparently breathless and motionless state-sometimes for a
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The term most often used to describe this Protestant belief is cessationism. This doctrine had a firm hold on
many of the ministers of the First Great Awakening. The early Protestants were hesitant to accept the idea of the
continuation of miraculous gifts partly due to an affinity of Augustinian thought who had once remarked “these
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been the result of melancholy brought on by constant isolation and self-deprivation. This same Protestant reasoning
was used in the First Great Awakening in that they attributed some behavior as frenzied emotion, a wild
imagination, or in some cases the influence of a demonic or “false spirit.’
6
Jonathan Edwards, Edwards on Revivals: Containing A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God in
the Conversion of Many Hundred Souls in Northhampton, Massachusetts, A.D. 1735: Also Thoughts on the Revival
of Religion in New England, 1742, and the Way in which it Ought to be Acknowledged and Promoted, 1832, 163.
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few moments reviving and exhibiting symptoms of life by a deep groan, or piercing shriek.”7 At
first, he dismissed such things as fanaticism until he eventually accepted them as a work of God
when they were accompanied by a sincere change in the believer’s life. Moreover, Frank
Bartleman, a participant of the Azusa Street Revival at the turn of the twentieth century, believed
it was the Holy Spirt who caused men to “fall all over the house, like the slain in battle.”8
However, detractors of these past revivals were not as accepting of this sort of behavior.
Charles Chauncey, a minister during the First Great Awakening and an outspoken critic of the
revival movement, suggested that the actions of the enthusiasts were due to a “bad
temperament.” Moreover, Nathan Hatch sums up the divided opinions on enthusiastic behavior
in revivals of the Second Great Awakening when he stated, “American camp meetings were
awesome spectacles indeed, conjuring up feelings of supernatural awe in some ‘the air of a cell
of Bedlam’ in others.”9 Like the enthusiastic behavior itself, this debate between supporters and
detractors would continue from the colonial period to the twentieth century. These debates are
recorded in various sermons, books, tracts, and memoirs of the revivalists, and they provide
insight into the theological perspectives of revival leaders throughout the centuries. In addition,
newspapers offer an outsider’s perspective of the erratic behavior found in revival meetings.
The enthusiasm of revival participants was often matched by the enthusiastic behavior of
their leaders. This present work will demonstrate that the prominence of charismatic preachers in
American evangelicalism today can be traced to the emphasis on experiential religion, which in
itself was deemed enthusiastic by some, and which played a prominent role in early American
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revivals.10 For example, during the First Great Awakening, a significant figure emerged, a
preacher named George Whitefield who would come to typify many of the prominent preachers
of subsequent revivals that, like Whitefield, would have a penchant for marketing, compelling
oratorical skills, and a flair for the dramatic. Harry Stout has called Whitefield the “prototype for
future mass evangelists.”11 Stout noticed the similarities between Whitefield and modern
evangelical preachers as he compares the “Grand Itinerant” to “Billy Sunday, Aimee Semple
McPherson, Oral Roberts, Billy Graham, and Jimmy Swaggert.”12 Stout’s idea will be taken up
in this work, as it will be made clear that many of the modern evangelists of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries shared similar qualities with Whitefield. What should be noted is
that these qualities were believed by many to be divinely conferred. Some supporters of
Whitefield did not believe it was only the talent of a thespian that made him a great speaker but a
divinely bestowed gift. One New Englander said of George Whitefield, “I saw the visible
presence of God with Mr. Whitefield.”13 He further opined that Whitefield “spake as one having
authority: All he said was demonstration, life, and power!”14 This “new ministry” pioneered by
Whitefield during the earliest revivals had a lasting impact on American evangelicalism.
As a result of the First Great Awakening, many parishioners began to look for preachers
who experienced the “new birth.” Ministers such as Gilbert Tennent suggested that learning and
seminarian qualifications were not enough to qualify a minister. The minister had to have had an
experiential new birth which generally was conceived of as a process in which the convert
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experienced profound emotions.15 The parishioners did not necessarily look for excitable
ministers, but distinctions were being made between the dead and formal preacher and the one
who had experienced God’s saving power. Whitefield held both qualities, possessing a power of
oratory while also confessing the power of God in salvation. In later revivals, religious adherents
often sought preachers who also held both qualities. There became less of a concern for seminary
qualifications as parishioners grew more concerned with spiritual qualifications and the
preacher’s ability to hold the listeners’ attention with their passionate and often extemporaneous
sermons. This desire for magnetizing, divinely empowered ministers became especially
widespread during the Second Great Awakening.
Scholars of the Second Great Awakening have noted the similarities between the
religious behavior exhibited in the great frontier revivals and the First Great Awakening. Rowdy
behavior became so associated with frontier revivals that when this behavior began to wane in
urban evangelical churches in the early twentieth century, some took note. In 1932 a reporter for
the New York Times noted a decrease in the emotional form of worship found in past revivals.16
The author assumed that the emotional elements of past revival services were due to the isolation
of the frontier.17 Despite the reporter’s opinion, the emotional style of revivalism would continue

15
In Edmund Morgan’s book, Visible Saints, he describes the Puritan conversion process as a morphology.
He suggests that by the time that Puritans were pouring into America there had already developed a concept of what
a true saint would experience when they received saving faith. The dilemma for many Puritans was they believed
that God chose who was to be saved and many wondered how to confirm they were a part of God’s elect. To help
this dilemma, Puritan divines such as William Perkins sorted out what a truly elect Christian should experience. This
standardized process of conversion would be told time and time again in the revival accounts during the First Great
Awakening.
16
R.L. Duffus. "Gone Are The Old Camp Meeting Days: Growing Out Of Lonely Frontier Conditions, The
Emotional Type Of Revivalism Has Given Way To Quieter Methods No More Camp-Meeting Days The Type Of
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17
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to be a feature to the present day even though there was an ebb and flow of its practice in the
middle of the nineteenth century.
Despite the ebb and flow, this emotional type of behavior that was the hallmark of the
First Great Awakening not only continued in the Second Great Awakening but became a
hallmark of subsequent revival movements and part of the evangelical tradition. However, ideas
and practices often alter as time progresses, and this religious practice was no different. As
noted, revivalists of all stripes often attributed the radical behavior to the moving of the Holy
Spirit, but in the nineteenth century, particularly among the Methodists and Holiness Churches,
this theological perspective would have implications on pneumatology.18
The early Pentecostal movement features prominently in this work for its emphasis on
revivalism, enthusiastic religion, and for its creation of an unprecedented pneumatological
perspective. Today’s scholars of American religious history should take note of the historical
origins of the Pentecostal movement because, according to the Boston Herald, Pentecostalism is
the fastest-growing branch of Christianity.19 Likewise, Ghanaian theologian Onyinah states, “the
Pentecostal movement in its various forms constitutes the fastest-growing group within
Christianity in the contemporary world. It is not only found in almost every country but also in
every Christian tradition.”20 This rapid expansion of a new religious ideology that arose in early
twentieth century America has left its mark on twentieth and twenty-first century American
evangelicalism, especially its emphasis on experiential religion. This makes the movement and
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Pnuematology refers to the theology of the Holy Spirit.
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its origin which can be traced to the Azusa Street Revival, worthy of note in the history of
revivalism, American Christianity, and more importantly for this work the history of enthusiasm.
Cecil Robeck suggests that the Pentecostal movement and its mainline denominations,
among them the Assemblies of God and the Church of God in Christ, can trace their roots back
to the Azusa Street Revival.21 For this reason (and the ubiquity of Pentecostalism), the present
work will provide an in-depth treatment of this revival movement and its emphasis on
enthusiasm, which became associated with the revival. The Azusa Street revival had many of the
same hallmarks as previous revivals in American history. Ideas from the First and Second Great
Awakenings shaped this revival, and Holiness pneumatology was altered in the creeds of the
revival leaders. Indeed, this revival would push the boundaries of experiential religion and
enthusiastic behavior. It too would have its supporters, detractors, and a debate among adherents
delineating the Holy Spirit’s movement from emotional excess.
As will be made clear, much scholarly ink has been applied to the First and Second Great
Awakenings, but revivals like Azusa Street that occurred during the modern period have not
received as much scholarly attention as the two early American awakenings. In addition, very
little attention has been given to the enthusiastic behavior that was a prominent feature of revival
movements throughout American history.
As early as the First Great Awakening, religious adherents believed God was moving,
and it inspired them to record for posterity the mighty works of God. The First Great Awakening,
for example, was so inspiring to its adherents that the historiography of the First Great
Awakening began during the Awakening. Men like Jonathan Edwards were asked to write
accounts of the revivals they witnessed. Edwards wrote of the revival he oversaw in

21

Cecil M. Robeck, The Azusa Street Mission and Revival. (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Incorporated,

2006), 16.

11

Northampton in his book, A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God in the Conversion
of Many Hundred Souls in Northampton (1737). George Whitefield wrote about his transatlantic
ministry in his collection of writings called Journals (1756). Both Edwards and Whitefield
addressed the issue of enthusiasm, and their writings are a valuable source for understanding the
vociferous debate surrounding this new revival practice.
Joseph Tracy’s book, The Great Awakening: A History of the Revival of Religion in the
Time of Edwards and Whitefield (1841), is arguably one of the most influential works on the
First Great Awakening.22 Tracy’s book was written during the Second Great Awakening, and
Tracy, a prominent nineteenth century Protestant minister, is responsible for coining the phrase
“The Great Awakening.” His work details the history of the revival, and it highlights key figures
like Whitefield and Edwards. Tracy’s account portrays the revival as a ubiquitous event in
colonial America. He also discusses the controversy over enthusiastic behavior and includes
sources that detail how revival adherents acted in revival meetings. Moreover, Tracy promoted
the idea that revivals were cyclical events in American history. He believed that God would
bring revivals whenever Americans had strayed too far from the truth. This homogeneous
cyclical view of the Great Awakening held sway for over a century.
Tracy’s view was challenged by Jon Butler, a now-retired professor of religious history at
Yale University. Butler suggested that the Great Awakening was only scattered localized
revivals with no pervasive impact on the colonies. Butler first made this argument in his article,
“Enthusiasm Described and Decried: The Great Awakening as Interpretive Fiction” (1982).23
Later, Joseph Conforti, a professor of New England history at Brown University, took up a
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Joseph Tracy, The Great Awakening: A History of the Revival of Religion in the Time of Edwards and
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similar line of argument in his book, Jonathan Edwards Religious Tradition and American
Culture (1995).24 Conforti suggests that promoters of early nineteenth century revivals helped
create the idea of a First Great Awakening. This theory that the Great Awakening was an idea
concocted by revivalists was later taken up by Frank Lambert, a professor at Purdue University,
in an article entitled, “The First Great Awakening: Whose Interpretive Fiction” (1995).25 He
expanded this idea in a later book, Inventing the Great Awakening (1999), in which he argued
that the revivalists were masters of marketing and made the revivals appear to be more
widespread than was the case.26 His book discusses enthusiasm, but like Conforti and Butler,
only as an aside.
Butler, Conforti, and Lambert were not the only ones to attack Tracy’s model. Timothy
L. Smith, former director for the American Religious history program at John Hopkins
University, rejected Tracy’s cyclical view of revivalism in favor of a linear one in his paper
entitled, “My Rejection of a Cyclical View of ‘Great Awakening’” (1983).27 This paper was
based on his previous works, Revivalism and Social Reform in Mid-Nineteenth-Century America
(1957) and “Historic Waves of Religious Interest in America” (1960).28 To Smith, revivalism is
marked by change, although he confesses that for people to understand modern revivals, they
must look back to earlier revivals. Smith sees fluidity in revivalism and evangelicalism
throughout American history. Like Smith, this present work will presuppose a linear history of
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revivals, while also demonstrating continuities in enthusiastic behavior and accentuating major
pneumatological innovations concerning its practice.
William McLoughlin, who was a professor at Brown University, challenged the ideas of
the revisionists, particularly Butler’s, in his article, “Timepieces and Butterflies: A Note on the
Great-Awakening-Construct and its Critics” (1983).29 McLoughlin takes issue with Butler’s (and
other scholars) argument that the statistics did not back up the idea of a ubiquitous movement.
McLoughlin suggests that analyzing church membership is not adequate to determine the impact
of the Awakening. He suggests that many of the early church records were not very accurate, and
some denominations did a better job than others at record keeping. Furthermore, he noted that
each denomination had certain requirements for membership and that some may have more
stringent requirements than others, so although a person may have believed they converted, they
did not meet the necessary qualifications for church membership. Moreover, McLoughlin
suggests that since the new birth experience was an inward phenomenon, it would be hard to
determine the overall impact of the Awakening by looking at church records.
McLoughlin also challenged Smith’s views on a linear perspective of revivalism. In his
influential book, Revivals, Awakening, and Reform (1980), he suggested a cyclical view of
revivals.30 He argued that cultural upheavals resulted in Awakenings. This led him to propose a
novel idea for the historiography of revivalism, namely that America experienced a total of four
great awakenings. However, McLoughlin’s awakenings are socio-psychological events rather
than just religious events. He characterizes the first two awakenings like most historians, while
his “Third Great Awakening” begins with the split between the fundamentalists (the Old Lights)
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and the liberal protestants (New Lights) that adopted the Social Gospel. McLoughlin also
proposed a Fourth Great Awakening, an idea later taken up by Nobel Prize-winning economic
historian Robert Fogel in his book, The Fourth Great Awakening and the Future of
Egalitarianism (2000).31
Fogel’s theory of Awakenings came from McLoughlin. He believed that the Fourth Great
Awakening was part of a cycle of awakenings in American history that had sociological and
political consequences which benefited society. Early in the book, Fogel breaks down what he
believes were the consequences of past Awakenings. These included the democracy that
emerged after the First Great Awakening, the abolitionist movement that sprang from the
Second, and the Social Gospel that developed after the Third Great Awakening. For Fogel, the
Fourth Great Awakening began in the 1960s with the rise of conservative evangelicalism, and
the consequences of the Awakening were still unfolding to the present day. Fogel asserts that the
political coalitions which emerged from the Fourth Great Awakening were not only concerned
with finishing the goals of the Social Gospelers of the Third Great Awakening, namely material
egalitarianism, but also spiritual egalitarianism. By this, Fogel suggests that the political
consequences of the Fourth Great Awakening would inevitably be the creation of policies that
would help redistribute immaterial (spiritual) resources to Americans who are lacking things
such as a sense of purpose, self-esteem, and a connectedness to a community. Although the work
is entitled Fourth Great Awakening, Fogel is not as concerned with the religious aspects of the
Awakening as he is with the political consequences that follow; thus, his work is not a work in
religious history.

31
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Some modern historians accept the older perspective on the First Great Awakening,
seeing it as a ubiquitous movement while also taking the beliefs and ideas of the adherents
seriously. This is the case with Thomas Kidd, professor at Baylor University, who has written
several works about the First Great Awakening. In his book, The Great Awakening: The Roots of
Evangelical Christianity in Colonial America (2007), Kidd adds to the historiography in several
important ways.32 First, he revises the traditional view of the Old Lights versus New Lights
controversy. He suggests there is a third group, a moderate group, who supported the revivals
while also being cautious of abuses perpetrated by radical New Lights. Second, he suggests there
were continuous revivals from the First Great Awakening into the Second. This idea is further
expanded upon in his books God of Liberty (2010), America’s Religious History (2015), and
Baptists in America: A History (2005). Kidd posits that the First and Second Great Awakenings
should be seen as one continuous movement because of the intervening revivals during the time
of the American Revolution, which has been dubbed the New Light Stir. Kidd’s book gives great
detail about the behavior demonstrated in the revival meetings, although it is not his main
emphasis. For example, he demonstrates in his book, Baptists in America that enthusiasm was a
common trait among early Baptists.33
The historiography of the Second Great Awakening has its own set of debates,
particularly that of causation. According to Varel, the causation debates reach back to the early
twentieth century when the Turner Thesis much influenced historians.34 Since the Second Great
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Awakening began on the American Frontier, several historians suggested the frontier influenced
the revivals of the Second Great Awakening.35 Historians that followed this framework include
William Sweet in his book Revivalism in America (1945) and Charles Johnson’s book Frontier
Camp Meeting (1955).36 Johnson’s book paid particular attention to the revivals in Kentucky and
Tennessee. He argued that the frontier laid out the conditions for the revival in that the frontier
cultivated democracy and moral depravity, which led to a need for stability in the frontier. These
works describe the enthusiastic behaviors that were so associated with frontier meetings, but
their treatment of it is descriptive in nature.
Varel also notes that a shift occurred in the 1970s as the Turner Thesis was challenged
and new social histories developed. For many social historians, the revivals were the result of
either social changes or economic changes. Furthermore, the Second Great Awakening was often
described as an event where the lower classes sought to gain control of their lives. Paul Johnson,
an American historian from the University of South Carolina, wrote A Shopkeeper’s Millennium
(1978), which is a good example of this new shift. Johnson argued that the revival that occurred
in Rochester, New York was a bourgeoisie revival that resulted from the middle class’s desire to
keep their dominant position and deal with their ethical dilemmas about the abuses of capitalism.
37

Within the same historiographical school, Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, a professor of Women’s

Studies at the University of Michigan, wrote, Religion and the Rise of the American City (1971),
in which she argued that evangelicals did seek to remain in control but also genuinely cared for
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the salvation of souls.38 Scholars of this school tend to believe that enthusiasm was the
psychological result of oppression.
Another key shift in the historiography of the Second Great Awakening began with the
publication of Nathan Hatch’s seminal work, The Democratization of American Christianity
(1989).39 Hatch, president of Wake Forest University, argued that the American Revolution
impacted religion, and this was demonstrated by the way Christians reacted against traditional
church authority. For example, they looked for leaders whom they chose based on personal
charisma rather than submitting to hierarchical structures. To be sure, Hatch mentions the
authoritative structure of groups like the Methodists but still demonstrates the influence of
democracy on that denomination since the laity and the common man could become preeminent
figures in the movement. Hatch also describes the enthusiastic behavior of adherents, but like
earlier works, only as an aside.
After Hatch, some of the later works on the Second Great Awakening focused on the rise
of denominations and how they held authority in America. An example of this historiographical
trend can be found in the book by Jon Butler Awash a Sea of Faith (1990).40 Butler argued that
there was an expansion of denominational control simultaneously with the decline of state
authority.
Like past revivals, people who experienced the Azusa Street Revival felt compelled to
share the story of the revival through their personal experiences. One such pivotal work, written
in 1925, was Frank Bartleman’s account of the revival entitled, How Pentecost Came to Los
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Angeles – As It Was in the Beginning.41 Bartleman’s book is an important primary source for all
historians studying the revival, even though Bartleman was not shy to share his opinions and,
therefore, is a biased source.
While the Azusa Street Revival may not receive as much scholarly attention as the two
Awakenings, there have been some works dedicated to chronicling the history of the revival and
placing it in the wider context of the early Pentecostal movement. Cecil Roebeck’s, Azusa Street
Mission and Revival: The Birth of the Global Pentecostal Movement (2017) is an example of one
such work.42 Robeck provides an in-depth and meticulous analysis of the people and events of
the revival and sets it in the context of the wider Pentecostal movement. Robeck adds to the
historiography of Azusa by demonstrating how the revival was managed by one particular
congregation instead of having variegated origins. The bulk of Robeck’s book is a study of the
events that occurred during the peak years of the revival.
In contrast, other works spend the bulk of the time studying the origin or impact of
Pentecostalism, giving some attention to the events of the revival. Probably the most influential
book of this type was Vinson Synan’s pivotal work entitled, The Holiness-Pentecostal Tradition:
Charismatic Movements in the Twentieth Century (1997), in which Synan argues that
Pentecostalism is a descendent of Wesleyan Methodism.43 He traces its origins to John Wesley,
who taught the importance of perfectionism and a doctrine known as the Second Work of Grace.
A similar motif is explored in Stephen Skuce’s “Wesleyan Pneumatology: Wesley and the Holy
Spirit” (2012), Henry Knight’s article “From Aldersgate to Azusa” (1996), and Donald Dayton’s
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“Theological Roots of Pentecostalism” (1980).44 Robert Owens’s work, Speak to the Rock The
Azusa Street Revival: Its Roots and Its Message (2002), stands out from these works since
Owens attempts to demonstrate that Azusa’s manifestations were well within the bounds of
Christian orthodoxy.45 He does this by tracing the development of Pentecostal practices and
beliefs through church history, starting from the New Testament until the modern-day.
Other works have endeavored to explore the history of Pentecostalism and its global
impact. An example of one such work is Adam Stewart’s book, Handbook of Pentecostal
Christianity (2012), in which Stewart collects essays from a variety of Pentecostal scholars to
cover pivotal people, events, and beliefs of Pentecostalism.46 Another example of a work
detailing Pentecostal history is Allan Anderson’s, An Introduction to Pentecostalism (2014). 47
There are other non-scholarly works that detail the revival, but these tend biased
memorials that uphold the revival as a special work of God. Examples of these include People of
the Spirit (2014), which is a history of the Assemblies of God denomination that traces their
origins to the revival, and a book by Tommy Welchel entitled Azusa Street: They Told Me Their
Stories: The Youth and Children of Azusa Street Tell Their Stories (2006), which is Welchel’s
account of personally interviewing the descendants of the Azusa Street leaders.48
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Some historians have told the story of the Azusa Street Revival biographically,
particularly focusing on the pastor of the revival William Seymour. These works include Vinson
Synan’s William J. Seymour (2012) and Gaston Espinosa’s William J. Seymour and the Origins
of Global Pentecostalism: A Biography & Documentary History (2014).49 Espinosa’s work is
especially helpful because he provides excerpts of significant primary source documents from
the period.
Like these historians, other scholars have chosen to write about revivalism in a similar
fashion by biographically telling the story of major revivalists in American history. An example
of this approach is Robert Caldwell’s Theologies of the American Revivalists: From Whitefield to
Finney (2017).50 Caldwell, an associate professor of church history at Southwestern Baptist
Theological Seminary, provides details about the theological perspectives of key revivalists from
the First and Second Great Awakenings. A similar approach is taken up by Josh McMullen,
professor at Regent University, who covers not only the theological perspectives of modern
revivalists but also their ministerial techniques in his book Under the Big Top: Big Tent
Revivalism and American Culture (2015).51 Likewise, William H. Cooper, in his book The Great
Revivalists in American Religion, 1740-1944: The Careers and Theology of Jonathan Edwards,
Charles Finney, Dwight Moody, Billy Sunday, and Aimee Semple McPherson (2010), covers key
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revival figures over a long period of American history.52 These works are more significant to the
story of enthusiastic behavior in American revivals as they often reveal how prominent
revivalists felt about this type of behavior.
Works abound on religious figures of the First Great Awakening. For example, George
Marsden, professor of History at Notre Dame, provides a concise, highly informative biography
of Jonathan Edwards in his book, Jonathan Edwards: A Life.53 Likewise, Harry Stout,
preeminent professor of American Religious History at Yale University, in his book The Divine
Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise of Modern Evangelicalism, provides a biographical
account of George Whitefield while focusing on his penchant for dramatic preaching that he
procured thanks to his early time as a would-be thespian.54 However, besides Charles Finney,
there is a paucity of secondary sources on important evangelical figures of the Second Great
Awakening.
There is certainly a plethora of secondary sources on modern revivalist preachers, but
instead of focusing on revivalism like the previously mentioned works, they are biographical in
nature. These include Kevin Belmonte’s concise D.L. Moody: A Life: Innovator Evangelist,
World Changer, William T. Ellis biographical sketch, Billy Sunday, the Man and His Message:
The Complete Thirty-Two Chapter Biography of America’s ‘Baseball Preacher,’ and Daniel
Mark Epstein’s, Sister Aimee: The Life of Aimee Semple McPherson.55 These biographical
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treatments are only helpful when they address the revivalist’s theological stance on enthusiastic
behavior.
Many of these previously mentioned books, however, do not contain a continuing
narrative of revivalism which this work hopes to accomplish. In addition, revivalism in the
modern period is given sparse attention. While McLoughlin takes up this task, his perspective
does not take religion seriously, especially in his account of the later Awakenings. Some books
like Mark Noll’s History of Christianity in the United States and Canada (1992) provide an
overview of Awakenings and subsequent revivals, but the book’s focus is not revivalism, so it
provides limited treatment of the topic.56 Michael McClymond, a professor of Christian history
at Saint Louis University, attempts in his book, Encyclopedia of Religious Revivals in America
(2007), to provide an outline of important revivals in American history; however, the work is
encyclopedic in that it gives only minor details about each revival.57 It does, however, provide in
each chapter a segment from a key primary source relating to each revival which is helpful to the
historian surveying this topic, and none of these works provide a detailed treatment of
enthusiastic behavior.
There are some scholars who have written solely on enthusiasm. One example is Doug
Winiarski, Religious Studies professor at the University of Richmond, in his work “Seized by the
Jerks: Shakers, Spirit Possession & the Great Revival” (2019).58 The article focuses on
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enthusiasm in the First Great Awakening but does not address its continuity in other revivals.
Ann Taves’s book, Fits, Trances, and Visions (1999), also centers on enthusiastic behavior.
Taves does, however, address the issue of continuity. She writes about uncontrolled bodily
movements from the time of John Wesley to the period of the early Pentecostals.59 However,
Taves’s work is mainly concerned with how people both defended and denounced this behavior.
Much of her work focuses on the development of psychological explanations and similar
behavior found outside of Protestant circles, such as in the spiritualist movement and among
those who promulgated theories on animal magnetism. This work is different from Taves
because it centers on the continuity of enthusiasm within American revivalism, paying particular
attention to the “in-house” theological disputes amongst Protestants. As such, this work will
place the debate of enthusiasm in the context of the wider theological debate between
cessationists and continuationists. This also means that, unlike Taves, this work gives significant
attention to the idea of how enthusiastic behavior was often associated with the Pauline spiritual
gifts and other Biblical practices.
The following chapter will discuss the importance of the First Great Awakening, in part
demonstrating where modern revival movements originated and addressing the origins of
enthusiastic behavior in America. It will explore both types of enthusiasm that appeared in the
movement and detail the wrangling among leaders over the behavior. This will set the
groundwork for what will follow in the subsequent chapters.
Chapter two also will center on important figures of the First Great Awakening that are
often mentioned in the writings of other scholars such as George Whitefield, Jonathan Edwards,
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James Davenport, and the Tennant brothers, to name a few, and will demonstrate how these
leaders either thought about enthusiastic behavior or how they themselves took part in it. While
most of this chapter will be dedicated to the revival as it occurred in the north, consideration will
be given to the Awakening as it affected the southern colonies.
The third chapter will be an analysis of the Second Great Awakening. It, too, will respond
to the overall question of the relationship between revivalism and enthusiasm while also
covering the continued controversy surrounding the behavior. This chapter will also demonstrate
how the practice became more widespread in America. In addition, chapter three will highlight
unprecedented forms of enthusiasm that emerged in the frontier camp meetings.
The third chapter will also be key in establishing major alterations to revivalism and
evangelical pneumatology as it will detail the rise to prominence of Arminian ideology and the
ascendency of new denominations like the Methodists and Baptists. Of particular importance
will be the Methodist’s idea of the “religion of the heart.” Special attention will be paid to John
Wesley and later Methodist thinkers since their ideas will give birth to future denominations
often dubbed the Holiness Movement of the late nineteenth century.
The fourth chapter will survey significant revivals of the mid-nineteenth century, such as
the Businessman’s Revival (also called the Revival of 1857-58). In addition, some attention will
be given to revivalism during the Civil War period. The fourth chapter will be an important
bridge between the familiar early Awakenings and modern revivals. This chapter will help
demonstrate the beginnings of the modern revival and revivalist preacher. It will also establish
how, despite a more refined form of revivalism that developed among urban Protestants, there
remained an enthusiastic element in America, particularly among Southern African American
evangelicals and those that took part in the Holiness movements.
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The fifth chapter will cover the Azusa Street Revival. The Azusa Street Revival will
demonstrate the ongoing relationship between American revivals and enthusiastic behavior. This
chapter will also show how the beliefs that were disseminated during the Azusa Street Revival
about the Baptism of the Holy Spirit, had major ramifications on evangelicalism as many of the
denominations that emerged from this revival not only accepted enthusiastic behavior but
advocated for it among its adherents. Chapter five will establish the continued debate over
enthusiasm while also highlighting the unprecedented enthusiastic practices and pneumatology
that developed during this revival.
The fifth chapter will also highlight two prominent revivalists of the early twentieth
century. This chapter will show how Billy Sunday and Aimee Semple McPherson were
exemplars of the continued practice of enthusiastic behavior among revivalists of the early
twentieth century. Sunday exemplifies the continued first type of enthusiasm among those who
did not accept continuationism, while McPherson will serve to show that both forms of
enthusiasm would not only be prevalent in revival meetings but could go mainstream.
The final chapter will act as an epilogue to the story. It will provide a summary of the
conclusions made in the previous chapters. With brevity, the chapter will provide a glimpse into
the continuance of enthusiasm in late 20th century evangelicalism. In addition, this chapter will
also ask new questions that will provide an impetus for future research in American religious
history.
This is a work in religious history. The emphasis will be on a religious practice found
within American revivalism, which means the story can only be told by researching the sources
that describe the behaviors, practices, and professed religious beliefs of revivalist leaders and
their followers. It should be noted that belief and intellectual assent are hard to prove. However,
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what a person has confessed to believing is verifiable, and although the beliefs of all revival
attendees would be challenging to ascertain, a generalization can be made based on the
widespread professed beliefs. Moreover, religious practice, in this case, enthusiasm, is more
easily ascertained because witnesses recorded the actions of revival attendees.
While this work focuses on enthusiastic behavior in revival movements, it should be
noted that this behavior is not limited to revivals. This calls for a brief explanation of the term
revival. Revival is a catchall term. For adherents, it was a special move of God or, as Jonathan
Edwards called it, “an effusion of the Spirit of God.”60 It was something that was unique and not
made by man. This definition, however, will not be suitable for the historian. In modern usage,
revival could mean a series of meetings held in the hopes of reinvigorating parishioners or
converting the lost. The latter definition will be the approach of the present work. In addition, it
should be noted that revivals can be localized or widespread in multiple locations. They can also
happen one at a time or be simultaneous events. However, the goal is to look for revivals or
revival movements that have had widespread influence regardless of their geographic location.
This could be due to the number of attendees, with the idea being that many attendees meant
widespread influence. It could include revivals that garnered widespread media attention in the
form of printed works, newspapers, or radio. Also, revivals may be significant because of the
theological or ecclesiastical importance of the revival in that a new idea or practice was spread
(like the Azusa Street Revival). Another method for selecting major revivals, especially for the
late 19th century and early 20th century, is by focusing on revival preachers. Like Whitefield
before them, these preachers took the streets, under tents, or, wherever possible, to attract large

60
Jonathan Edwards, Edwards on Revivals: Containing A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God
in the Conversion of Many Hundred Souls in Northhampton, Massachusetts, A.D. 1735: Also Thoughts on the
Revival of Religion in New England, 1742, and the Way in which it Ought to be Acknowledged and Promoted, 30.

27

crowds. In the present work, these preachers, called “revivalists,” were populist leaders who
attracted a large following, had a significant media presence, and were generally well-known.
It should also be noted that the terms revivals and revivalism will be used
interchangeably in this work to denote a time of fervent spiritual activity generally attended with
frequent meetings. Some scholars, such as Iain Murray in his book Revival and Revivalism: The
Making and Marring of American Evangelicalism 1750- 1858 (1994) make a distinction between
the two terms suggesting that “revival” should be only applied to a special move of God and
“revivalism” as something that revivalists work up.61 While Murray is correct in pointing out the
existence of theological differences between various American religious leaders on what
constitutes an authentic revival, Murray’s terminology is based on his own theological bias. In
addition, Murray admits that his definition is not held by other prominent scholars of American
revivalism who also use the terms synonymously. Furthermore, using the term revivalism to
denote something less authentic would be disingenuous to the sources, as there were many
participants who believed they had experienced something spiritually profound under ministers
who adopted techniques to promote revivals. These adherents believed that God was just as real
in their meetings as Murray claims he was in the spontaneous meetings held during the First
Great Awakening.
Analyzing revival meetings will require primary sources such as sermons, memoirs,
letters from participants, and contemporary histories of the revivals. As will be made clear, many
revival supporters believed that when God was doing something supernatural in their midst, it
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was worth recording. This resulted in many contemporary histories of revivals. Some were
written by those who either participated in the events or were witnesses. The participants,
generally also leaders, provide important sources as they often give their opinions on revivals.
These theological musings about the nature of revival give the religious historian insight into
revivalists’ beliefs and gain an understanding of what revival meant to many adherents.
As noted, revivals and enthusiastic behavior are not mutually exclusive. Enthusiastic
behavior can be experienced apart from an extended series of services. In addition, a series of
meetings do not have to include enthusiastic behavior. However, the major revivals of American
history not only have made room for this sort of behavior but helped to make this practice more
widespread and, in some cases, more acceptable to mainstream evangelicalism. Indeed, if it were
not for the long history of revivalism, the trappings of the Brownsville Revival would never have
reached a larger segment of the population. Moreover, the highly emotional services still a part
of mainstream evangelicalism today may never have developed. Therefore, any treatment of this
religious practice must coincide with a treatment of American revivalism. In short, revivals often
produced enthusiasts and enthusiasts often produce revivals.
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Chapter II
The First Great Awakening: Origins of Revivalism in America
“We must expect green fruits before we have ripe ones”-Jonathan Edwards

In the little hamlet of Northampton, Massachusetts, 1734, at the local meeting house, the
unusual sounds of weeping, shouting, and groaning could be heard together with the usual
sounds of singing, preaching, and praying. This new commotion in which tears were “issuing
like a flood” and laughter was intermingled with outcries of terror was the beginning of a revival
that not only impacted the locals but would portend events to come in Colonial America.62 These
emotional outbursts at the church of Jonathan Edwards were said to have been accompanied by a
period of good health and unity. Moreover, Edward’s claimed that among his parishioners, there
was a greater concern for spiritual matters, so much so that past times that these children of the
Puritans saw as damaging, like tavern haunting, dancing, and “frolicking” decreased. This little
revival in which an estimated three hundred souls were converted would be recorded and
reported throughout Anglo-America to the delight of some and the chagrin of others. While the
reports of converted sinners would be a welcome report for any Protestant in Colonial America,
the emotional outbursts and the apparent disorder of the meetings would lead some critics to cry
that enthusiasm had taken hold of the people of Northampton. Yet, the critics did not stop the
juggernaut of this emotionally charged revival movement; on the contrary, the ecstatically
charged atmosphere of the Northampton congregation became the quintessential behavior found
in the revival meetings of the First Great Awakening.63
62

Jonathan Edwards, Edwards on Revivals: Containing A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God
in the Conversion of Many Hundred Souls in Northhampton, Massachusetts, A.D. 1735: Also Thoughts on the
Revival of Religion in New England, 1742, and the Way in which it Ought to be Acknowledged and Promoted.
(United States: Dunning & Spalding, 1832), 66.
63
Most of the quotes have been typed with the original spelling, grammar, and syntax although some of it
has been modified to make it easier for the reader.

30

The First Great Awakening burst into colonial history with a wave of tumultuous
behavior and caused a religious upheaval that would forever shape the American religious
milieu. Proponents of the revival believed that it was a wonderful work of God often called a
“plentiful effusion of the Holy Spirit.”64 Adherents of this view pointed to the unusual attention
given to religion and the uncommon number of souls converted and attending religious meetings.
For Edwards, the conversion of three hundred souls was remarkable, to say the least, and iterant
minister George Whitefield approximated that many of his sermons were attended by people in
the thousands. This new fervent attention given to religion followed, as the revivalists saw it, a
period of religious decay in America. Samuel Willard noted, “there is now a great Decay
amongst Professors of Religion in this Land. . . It is therefore sadly evident, that Religion and the
Power of it is decaying and dying.”65 Samuel Blair suggested, “religion lay as it were dying and
ready to expire its last Breath of Life in this Part of the visible Church.”66 He reckoned that much
of this was due to a “dead Formality in Religion.”67 Samuel Buell compared the time prior to the
revival movement in his church to “a dry season when the clouds gather and hang over us, as
though they were about to pour down plenty of waters upon the thirsty earth, yet they pass over,
and a few drops only fall.”68
Fortunately for Buell the dry season was over as the revival spread throughout New
England. Revivalists credited the movement to the Holy Spirit, and many believed that the
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general Awakening (as it was called by some) occurred as a fulfillment of Biblical prophecies
concerning an eschatological revival. For example, Buell stated, “no doubt the days are coming
when an immense plenty of the Lord’s spiritual waters will be poured upon the dry ground” he
then stated that people can expect “not only a prelude to, but even the very dawning of that
glorious long expected, long wished for, and long prayed for day.” Edwards also speculated that
the First Great Awakening may have been a forerunner to the long-awaited end-time revival. In
his, Thoughts on Revivals, he suggested,69 “it is not unlikely that this work of God’s Spirit, that is
so extraordinary and wonderful, is the dawning, or at least a prelude, of that glorious work of
God, so often foretold in scripture.”70
Those who believed it to be a glorious work of God were often referred to as the “New
Lights,” and this appellation has stuck in the historiography of the period. The New Lights
emphasized an emotional conversion experience dubbed the “New Birth,” a concept of that was
not unheard of in the colonies. Indeed, the Puritans demanded that those who sought membership
in their churches articulate their conversion experience. For the early Puritans, conversion was a
process one worked out in detail by Puritan divines. Eminent historian Edmund Morgan provides
a rough outline of the stages of the Puritan conversion process as follows, “knowledge,
conviction, faith, combat, and true, imperfect assurance.”71 It was believed these stages could
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take place over long or short periods depending on how God chose to work with each individual.
While Morgan provides an extended outline of the salvation process, many of the salvation
accounts during the First Great Awakening merely detail the convert’s inner conflict that
included remorse for their sinfulness and terror because of an inability to save themselves,
followed by a feeling of joy after accepting salvation. These accepted emotional benchmarks
provide the subjective nature of the conversion experience that later caused much of the
consternation over the revival. To be sure, many of the sons of the Puritans agreed on the process
of salvation; still, much of the disagreement, as will be demonstrated, lay in what was acceptable
behavior from those experiencing the emotions of terror (conviction) and joy (assurance).
Nathan Cole provided an excellent example of this conversion process. For, Cole it
began when he heard Whitefield preach. Cole, who had previously held Arminian tendencies,
became convinced of the truth of Calvinism which caused him much angst. He wrestled with
God because he “made some for heaven and me for Hell. And I thought God was not just in so
doing.”72 This wrestling with God and the anxiety of judgment lasted two years for Cole. The
conviction grew worse over time and caused him to lose much comfort in everyday life. He lost
sleep; he ate little and described his predicament as “a weight of Sin in my breast or mind, that it
seemed to me as I should sink into the ground every step.”73 Thoughts of Hell consumed him,
and he pleaded with God for mercy. Cole attempted to ease the burden by good works. He
committed himself to stay away from sin; however, he realized that this was in vain, and soon
the conviction returned in full force. Finally, after what he deemed a divine experience, he
became truly sorrowful for his sins and experienced a newfound joy. Like many before and after
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him, Cole came to accept the idea that God was still just if he chose to punish him. This feeling
was then followed by an exuberance in a perceived willingness by God to save him. This led him
to exclaim, “now I perfectly felt truth: now my heart talked with God; now everything praised
God.”74 This latter feeling of joy did not stop Cole from having what many others had also
experienced- a lack of full assurance of salvation. For Cole, this was only temporary since later,
he received a greater sense of assurance that stayed with him for a long time.
Cole’s conversion was typical of the process. Yet during the Great Awakening, the length
of time between benchmarks, such as terror and joy, became somewhat lessened in the minds of
many revivalists who began to see more immediate conversions in their services as people
displayed the morphological experience within a single revival meeting. Some ministers like
Andrew Croswell encouraged listeners to, in the words of Robert Caldwell, “bypass the lengthy
requirements of legal preparations and respond immediately to the call of the gospel.”75 Croswell
and others had their theological reasons for this “bypassing,” but critics of the awakening chided
revivalists for depending too much on outward expressions as evidence of salvation. These
outward expressions included crying, screaming, laughter, and fainting, to name a few.
The first generation of New Englanders were accustomed to orderly church meetings
dominated by the minister whose long studied and scripted sermons monopolized the services.
The generation of the First Great Awakening was now accustomed to the display of highly
emotional behavior by parishioners. As expressed in the introduction, enthusiasm can be divided
into two types. One was an ecstatic behavior such as that expressed in the Northampton revival,
while the other tended towards the belief in some supernatural intervention from God in a
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fashion like the early Christians experienced in the New Testament. The first type of behavior
was more common and more readily defended by the revivalists. Records abound by adherents
and detractors alike of this highly emotional behavior. Indeed, it was so widespread that an early
historian of the Great Awakening, Joseph Tracy, called it “epidemic.”76
Samuel Blair described the scene of those experiencing the terror of conviction when he
stated, “some burst out with an audible noise into bitter crying,” which Blair parenthetically
remarked was something that had not been done before. Moreover, congregants were said to
faint and weep. In some extreme cases, people would “occasion some strange unusual Bodily
motions.” Blair, who wanted to ensure the reader that the revival was legitimate and not the
result of wild enthusiasm, testified that the strange behavior was infrequent and that the outward
crying and weeping was something that could not be helped. Indeed, people tried to refrain from
outward displays of emotion and were even encouraged to do so by Blair. Blair urged
congregants to refrain if they could but ultimately understood that on occasions it was inevitable
that outward manifestations would occur in people who were undergoing conversion. Blair also
assured the reader that while the outward expressions were odd, the end result was that the
people who were “awakened were much given to reading the Holy Scriptures and other good
books,” and that the conversations of the faithful were “almost always… the Matters of Religion
and great concern of their Souls.”77 This sort of defense for the acceptance of enthusiastic
behavior would be commonplace among revival adherents.
Like Blair, Samuel Buell testified to similar bodily exercises in his meetings, and like
many revivalists, Buell attributed it to the work of the Holy Spirit. Buell’s account was
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somewhat tame as he suggested that “persons ought to refrain as much as they can from making
ado especially in time of public worship,” but he said, “we have seen some so greatly distressed,
and others so abundantly comforted as that it appeared impossible for them to avoid
undissembled expressions of each”78
Old Light (the appellation for anti-revivalists), Charles Chauncey, also provided a
glimpse into the types of behaviors exhibited in revival meetings. He called the reaction of
parishioners, “strange effects on the body such as swooning away and falling on the ground
where persons have lain, for a time, speechless, and motionless; bitter shriekings and screamings;
convulsion-like tremblings and agitations, strugglings and tumblings, which, in some instances
have been attended with indecencies I shan’t mention.”79 All of these behaviors Chauncey
believed were the result of “heated imaginations” or “animal passions” or “wild imaginations.”80
Andrew Oliphant recorded the disorderly behavior he witnessed in a pamphlet entitled
State of Religion in New England. He wrote, “the Beginning of the Conversion, as appears, is,
they fall down, and are deep in Distress for some Time. By the best information I have, it is like
one in the Fit of the Falling-Sickness, (several Foaming at their Mouth, distorting their Bodies)
but longer; and then they rise with joy.”81 Likewise, Charles Woodmason, an Anglican bishop to
the southern colonies who despised the New Lights, wrote of one New Light Baptist meeting in
which there was, “one on his knees in a posture of prayer-others singing-some howling-These
Ranting-Those crying-others dancing, skipping, laughing and rejoicing. Here two or 3 women
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falling on their Backs, kicking up their heels, exposing their Nakedness to all Bystanders and
others sitting Pensive, in deep Melancholy lost in Abstraction, like Statutes, quite insensible.”82
Edwards also described some of the erratic behavior in his Northampton revival. He
stated that in some cases persons who “have had such a sense of God’s wrath for sin, they have
been overborne and made to cry out under an astonishing sense of guilt.”83George Whitefield too
recorded several instances of this type of behavior at his services. While preaching in MarbleHead one attendee was “struck down by the power of the Word.”84 In New York, he reported,
“immediately the whole Congregation was alarmed. Shrieking, Crying, Weeping, and Wailing
were to be heard in every Corner. Men’s Heart's failing them for fear, and many falling into the
Arms of their Friends.”85 In Newark Whitefield recalled, “one of my fellow-travellers were
struck down and so overpowered, that his body became exceeding weak.”86 On another occasion,
a friend of Whitefield’s fell as “if shot by a gun.”87
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Figure 1. This political cartoon is suggestive of the feeling that Old Lights had about New Lights. In Enthusiasm
Display'd the artist is trying to replicate enthusiastic behavior and also warn readers of the damage that can be done
by enthusiasm. As the picture shows George Whitfield held up by two women one name “hypocrisy” the other
“deceit.” Library of Congress

As these records demonstrate, the Great Awakening impacted a large swath of the
religious landscape. Not only were these incidents recorded by Congregationalists like Edwards
and Chauncy, and Anglicans like Whitefield and Woodmason, but other Protestant
denominations felt the impact of these enthusiastic revival meetings.88 Indeed, the early
Methodists were proponents of revivalism and generally accepted the emotional form of worship
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found during the awakening. Their founder, John Wesley, even addressed the issue of
enthusiasm, on the one hand defending the “religion of the heart” on the other warning against
extremes.89 In addition, various Baptists accepted and participated in the revival and the
enthusiastic behavior that was a part of the movement. Eric Smith claims that the Separate
Baptists, in particular, were noted for their “more emotional and informal” worship style. 90
Moreover, Thomas Kidd concludes that among the more formal Regular Baptists, revivalism was
also promulgated by preachers such as Oliver Hart. Furthermore, Charles Woodmason, writing
of a Baptist service he witnessed, opined that any witness of an early Baptist service would make
one believe they were “amongst a gang of frantic lunatics broke out of Bedlam.”91
The Baptists shared the belief in an experiential New Birth; however, not all came about
it with enthusiastic zeal. Baptist minister Isaac Backus shared the inward turmoil of doubt, terror,
and judgment followed by a serene assurance, but his conversion experience was more solemn
although deeply emotional. In fact, Backus had wondered that he did not fall and experience the
outward expressions like the many people he saw in the services of itinerant revivalist minister
James Davenport.92 Backus’s experience provides an important caveat to the rampant reports of
enthusiasm in the revival meetings that not all who believed in the experiential New Birth
exhibited extreme behavior or ascribed to its legitimacy, and this is true of revival adherents
regardless of denominational background. Interestingly, Backus provided an explanation for his
tamed behavior, citing his theological understanding as a deterrent to the more extreme behavior.
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He stated, “many cried out and fell down in meetings. But I had so much doctrinal knowledge,
that I never was overcome in that manner.”93
It is noteworthy that among the behaviors critics found offensive from the New Lights
was an emphasis on lively singing such as that recounted by Edwards, who described the singing
as an unusual “elevation of heart and voice.”94 In addition to the complaints of lively singing,
critics complained of New Lights singing songs that were “hymns of human composure.”95 This
meant that many of the New Lights were breaking with the tradition of singing only songs from
the book of Psalms in public worship. Edwards defended the increased singing by suggesting
that continual singing and praising God was exactly how heaven was described in scripture. In
addition, he defended the use of non-Biblical songs, suggesting that there was no Biblical
injunction against songs created outside of scripture and pointing out that no one prohibited
extemporaneous prayers.
While Edwards seems to have defended a more docile style of singing, some radical New
Lights like James Davenport became notorious for the practice of singing loudly in the streets in
procession enough to earn him the moniker, disturber of the peace. Likewise, Charles
Woodmason complained of the unusual singing by Baptists. He claimed to have witnessed
Baptists singing and circumambulating a woman after her wedding. The congregants sang
hymns, chanted prayers, and made a procession of thanksgiving and “religious foppery.” 96
Indeed, singing became such an important aspect of revivalism in the First Great Awakening that
music historian Vernon Whaley suggests, “the Great Awakening in Europe and America gave
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rise to a campaign by clergy in England and America to educate congregations in the art of
singing…Itinerant music teachers traveled from church to church hosting singing schools and
selling psalters or hymn books…by mid-century, hymns were being consistently used in
worship.” Whaley further opined, “for the first time, music was used as a tool for evangelism, as
people began singing in public songs of personal experience.”97 Whaley’s conclusions suggest
that the experiential New Birth was not only the topic of sermons and debates but the subject of
many songs as well.
It was not only the singing that was lively. Many of the services were also filled with
turbulent behavior. Among the fainting, crying, and laughter were exhortations given by the
laymen. These exhortations often came from those on the bottom rung of society, such as
women, children, and slaves.98 These outbursts from the laity who either testified of God’s
goodness or preached their own hellfire sermons raised the ire of the Old Lights. Many felt that
what pervaded the services was a general disorder. Chauncy noted that “confusion” was
common. He stated that besides the screaming and crying, there were people “talking, and
praying, and exhorting, and singing, and laughing, and congratulating one another by shaking
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Hands, and sometimes kissing; and all at the same time and in the same Assembly.”99 Chauncy
then described the account of a disorderly service he received from an eyewitness. It sounded
much the same but included people jumping up and down and exhorters all exhorting
simultaneously. In another account, he claimed: “the Meeting-house would be filled with what I
could not but judge great Confusion and Disorder; for the whole House would be many times
seem to be in a perfect Hubbub, and People filled with consternation.”100
What the Old Lights thought was disorder New Lights credited with the influence of the
Holy Spirit. There was general agreement among revivalists that the Holy Spirit was the source
of inspiration of the exhorters and the outward manifestations during the conversion process.
That many still exhibited these external manifestations post-conversion concerned some Old
Lights. New Lights defended post conversion enthusiasm suggesting that it resulted from a
concern for lost souls.101
The loud and disruptive singing, the convulsions, screaming, and fainting was not the
only form of enthusiastic behavior that raised the ire of Old Lights. The aforementioned second
type of enthusiastic behavior was also exhibited though it was not as commonplace as the first.
Most Protestants during this period had accepted some form of cessationism which held that the
charismatic gifts of the Spirit mentioned by Paul and the miraculous signs and wonders done by
the Apostles were no longer available to Christians. This doctrine created theological tension for
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some New Lights who wanted to maintain cessationism while still believing in reports of
supernatural occurrences and experiences.
One of the prevalent and contentious enthusiastic behaviors was what many referred to as
“impulses” or “impressions.” This was the sense that God was speaking to a person. A milder
form of this experience existed among moderate New Lights who believed God could provide
one with an inner leading. This typically took the form of scripture coming to mind that was
somehow linked to an external circumstance. This sort of idea can be found often in George
Whitefield’s Journals. Once upon preaching at Dr. Sewell’s Meeting-House, Whitefield,
although ready to preach with a prepared text, had “much impressed on his mind” the story of
Jesus’s conversation with Nicodemus. This sudden change did not seem to be a whim but rather
from God, for when he told the story and came to the part where Jesus said to Nicodemus, “art
thou a master in Israel and knowest not these things” Whitefield was able to pivot, teaching
about unconverted ministers instead.102 For Whitfield, this is what the audience needed. In
another instance, he was met by a minister who journeyed a long distance to meet him all
because the scripture “is not Aaron the Levite your brother” was impressed on his mind.103 Once,
while leading a prayer, Whitefield declared that he was given the words to pray “as the Spirit
gave him utterance.”104 105
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Like Whitefield, John Lee believed in the inner leading of the Holy Spirit. He accosted
those who denied the activity of the Holy Spirit in the revivals. Lee acidly remarked, “I am much
Surprised to see that among our own teachers that profess to be Calvinist yet Seem to Stand mute
when any thing is Said about inward feelings of being Led by the Spirit Praying by the Spirit etc.
They seem hardly to understand the meaning of Such words and Phrasises (sic)."106
A more radical form of “impulses and impressions” gained New Lights’ infamy. James
Davenport was probably the most notorious for such “impressions.” In Charles Chauncy’s
influential Seasonable Thoughts, he reprinted an account of Davenport’s extreme behavior as he
was led by impressions. Davenport claimed to have received divine information concerning the
timing of the return of Christ. On another occasion while preaching, he claimed to see hellfire
flashing in front of the faces of damned persons in his audience. But probably the most infamous
account of Davenport’s claims of divine communication was the notable bonfire that brought an
end to his career. According to The Boston Weekly, one of Davenport’s followers believed God
had told him that the crowd needed to rid the town of idolatry. Davenport, caught up in the
moment, was said to “pray’d himself; and now the Oracle spake clear to the point without
ambiguity and uttered that things must be burned.”107 This was followed by a bonfire in which
books and expensive apparel were burned. During the height of the enthusiasm, Davenport threw
his pants into the fire, but they were quickly seized by a woman in the crowd who rebuked
Davenport for his actions. After this, Davenport not only questioned many of his former actions
but confessed; he was in the wrong. In a retraction written by himself, Davenport confessed that
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a “false spirit” led him, and that he was “led astray by following impulses or impressions as a
rule of conduct; whether they came with or without a text of scripture.”108 These sorts of
impulses and impressions became such a concern to famed New Light minister Gilbert Tennant
that in a letter to Mr. Dickinson, Tennent wrote, “I must declare my Abhorrence of all Pretence
to immediate inspiration, or following immediate impulses ignis fatullus.”109
Though a supporter of the revivals, Edwards also had concerns about impulses and
impressions. Edwards was a cessationist and believed that one could not expect new revelation.
He believed that even if a person received a scripture to their mind and thought it to be a means
for God to tell them what to do, that it would still be a false impression. This is because the
“impressed” scripture would be interpreted in a new way and not in its original context; in other
words, for Edwards impressed scriptures on the mind was new revelation. Moreover, Edwards
believed that listening to impulses and impressions would make a person vulnerable to being
deceived by the devil and could make one incorrigible due to a sense of pride in their supposed
special status as a person capable of hearing from God. It was not that Edwards believed God
never led a Christian, but he saw the leading of God to be in an indirect manner through the
heart. He wrote, “the gracious and most excellent kind assistance of the Spirit of God in praying
and preaching, is not by immediate suggesting of words to the apprehension, which may be with
a cold, dead heart, but by warming the heart, and filling it with a great sense of those things that
are to be spoken of, and with holy affections, that sense, and those affections may suggest words.
Thus, indeed the Spirit of God may be said indirectly and immediately to suggest words to us, to
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indite our petitions for us, and to teach the preacher what to say; he fills the heart, and that fills
the mouth.”110
Edwards also wrote that these impulses and impressions were erroneous because of their
“failings.” In other words, people claimed prophetic utterances that proved untrue or false
prophecies and, therefore, were not legitimate. This apparently happened often, for Edwards
wrote, “it is enough to astonish one that such multiplied, plain instances of the failing of such
supposed revelations, in the event, do not open everyone’s eyes. I have seen so many instances
of the failing of such impressions that would almost furnish a history.”111
Among the controversial forms of divine communication with God was the prevalence of
visions, trances, and dreams. Chauncy’s statement concerning this form of enthusiasm suggests it
was widespread. He wrote that there were “too many instances, come to Visions, and Trances,
and Revelations. . .I could fill many pages with the Accounts I have had of the Trances Persons
have been in, from different parts of the country.”112 These forms of enthusiasm were apparently
such a problem that when Samuel Blair wrote his account of the revival at his church, he was
careful to mention that people were discouraged from seeking peace from “Visions, Dreams, or
immediate inspirations.”113 While Edwards was generally moderate in his views of claimed
supernatural experiences, he was not wholly ready to dismiss what he thought were legitimate
experiences. This was because his wife experienced trance-like states, and since he knew her
conduct to be righteous, he was unwilling to dismiss her encounters completely.
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In Edward's book, Some Thoughts Concerning the Present Revival of Religion in New
England, he described a person he knew who had spent time in heavenly “transports.” Scholars
like Julie Ellison have noted that this section in his book was devoted to his wife Sarah Edwards,
who was known for her holiness of conduct and intense spirituality.114 The description that
Edwards provided of his wife’s experience sounds as if Sarah was given to mysticism.115 Sarah is
said to have spent multiple times in heavenly “transports,” wherein she often lost strength in her
body which at times resulted in fainting. The time she spent in this state could last for hours and
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happen over multiple days. As for these experiences, Edwards described them like her soul
“remained in a kind of heavenly Elysium, and did as it were swim in the rays of Christ's love,
like a little mote swimming in the beams of the sun, or streams of his light that come in at a
window; and the heart swallowed up in a kind of glow of Christ’s love.”116 While fainting seems
to be the most common outward manifestation of Sarah’s heavenly transports, at times she was
often caused, “(wholly unavoidably) to leap with all the might, with joy and mighty exultation of
soul; the soul at the same time being so strongly drawn towards God and Christ in heaven, that it
seemed to the person as though soul and body would as it were of themselves, of necessity
mount up, leave the earth and ascend thither.”117 Edwards assured his readers that this was not
enthusiasm or even a trance. He argued that they were not trances because Sarah was not
“deprived of the exercise of the bodily senses.”118 However, Sarah’s experience sound as if she
did experience trances. Edwards admitted these spiritual moments were attended with “the
strength of the body taken away, so as to deprive of all ability to stand, speak; sometimes the
hands clenched, and the flesh cold.” Like the attendees of revivals, these moments for Sarah
came with bodily agitations in general. In defense of this behavior, Edwards claimed it was
legitimate because of the holiness of life exhibited by his wife, her practical nature, her concern
for souls, and her care for the kingdom of God. In fact, Edwards seemed to envy his wife’s
experiences. When combating the detractors of the revival, he declared that if this sort of
behavior is the result of a distemper of the brain, then “let my brain be evermore possessed of
that happy distemper.”119
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There were some even more extraordinary accounts of visions. Charles Woodmason
recorded the claim of one New Light Baptist who went to the woods “to wait the Company and
an appearance of Angels.”120 (He caustically remarked that the only angels that appeared,
however, were women, one of which later became pregnant). Another detractor of the revivals
suggested that “visions now became common, and trances also, the subject of which were in
their own Conceit transported from Earth to Heaven, where they saw the most glorious things;
conversed with Christ and holy Angels; had opened the Book of Life and were permitted to read
the Names of Persons there, and the like.”121
Nathan Cole also described a highly supernatural experience that occurred while he was
in a vision or trance-like state. This experience happened while he lay on his bed, concerned for
his soul. When someone entered the room while he was in this state of concern, they laid wood
on the fire, and as it burned, Cole had thoughts of death and Hell. It was during this moment that
Cole recounted a vision worth quoting in detail.
And while these thoughts were in my mind God appeared unto me and made me Skringe: before
whose face the heavens and the earth fled away; and I was Shrinked into nothing; I knew not
whether I was in the body or out, I seemed to hang in open Air before God, and he seemed to
Speak to me in an angry and Sovereign way what won't you trust your Soul with God; My heart
answered O yes, yes, yes, before I could stir my tongue or lips, and then He seemed to speak
again, and say, may not God make one Vessel to honor and another to dishonor and not let you
know it;, My heart answered again O yes yes, before I cou'd stir my tongue or lips. Now while
my Soul was viewing God, my fleshly part was working imaginations and saw many things
which I will omit to tell at this time.122
Cole seemed to equivocate whether or not this was a true vision by using words like God
“seemed” and suggesting that his soul viewed God rather than his eyes, however, he still used
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some words that suggest that he had a mystical vision. For one, he stated, “when God appeared
to me everything vanished and was gone in the twinkling of an Eye, as quick as A flash of
lightning. But when God disappeared or in some measure withdrew, everything was in its place
again.” After this, he felt a rapturous joy. He left his bed and embraced his Bible. Subsequently
when people entered the room to talk to him, he did not answer because he was “swallowed up in
God.”123 Moreover, when he mentioned these experiences, he stated that he did not know
whether he was in the body or not. This is an allusion to Saint Paul, who in 2 Corinthians 12:7
used this same expression to describe his visit to heaven. Cole’s use of this phrase would signal
the well-informed Bible reader that Cole may have experienced a heavenly visit as Paul had.
Also, his willingness to omit what he saw may indicate that either he was afraid of sounding too
much like an enthusiast, or perhaps he was alluding once again to Paul, who did not give a
detailed account of his heavenly visit.124 125
Probably one of the more explicit claims of heavenly encounters comes from revivalist
William Tennant. William was brother to the notable revivalist Gilbert Tennent. According to
Tennent, he died, went to heaven, and came back after a miraculous recovery. The account is
kept for posterity by his biographer Elias Boudinot who admittedly did not know how to relate
this extraordinary tale to sophisticated readers except to say that he believed God, at times,
would provide people with extraordinary experiences. The story began with a sickness that came
upon Tennent in his younger years. He grew worse by the day until he “died away,” after which
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a funeral was prepared for him. In the meantime, a friend and physician visited him and was not
convinced that he was completely gone. He had Tennent taken from his plank (customary for
funerals at that time) and placed him back into a warm bed. The physician had the funeral
delayed but could only do so for three days because he could not give convincing proof that
Tennant was alive. At the end of the three days the family recalled the funeral, and it was on that
day, an argument ensued between the physician and Tennent’s brother because of the physician’s
stubborn refusal to give up on William. Just then, minutes before the funeral, William let out a
“dreadful groan.”126 This, of course, ended the funeral.
Over time William regained his strength, although he later had to contend with amnesia.
After some time, when he regained his memory, he recalled a heavenly visit that occurred while
he was believed dead. His encounter is as follows,
I found myself, in an instant, another state of existence, under the direction of a superior being,
who ordered me to follow him…I beheld an ineffable glory…I saw an innumerable host of
happy beings, surrounding the inexpressible glory, in acts of adoration and joyous worship; but I
did not see any bodily shape or representation in the glorious appearance. I heard things
inutterable and full of glory. I then applied to my conductor (apparently an angelic being) and
requested to join the happy throng. On which he tapped me on the shoulder and said “You must
return to the earth.”127
After this statement from the angelic being, William recalled that he immediately saw his
brother standing in front of him. This experience affected him greatly, and for the rest of his life
he was given to times of rapturous joy and fainting. It was said that this experience kept him in a
continual “ecstasy of mind.” 128 However, this was not the only supernatural experience in
Tennent’s life. In one instance, he was aided in a lawsuit by a couple from Pennsylvania who,
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according to the account, was commissioned by God in a dream to leave their home in another
state and go to assist Tennent.129 130
Many had hoped the First Great Awakening was the end-time revival spoken of in
scripture. This made some more open to the possibility of supernatural encounters. The idea of a
return of signs and wonders in the last day could be found among some New England
Congregationalists. Indeed, in one sermon, Cotton Mather, the eminent Puritan theologian who
lived in the generation prior to the Great Awakening, recounted contemporary miracle after
miracle suggesting that they may be evidence that the kingdom of God was at hand.131 Despite
this musing or longing for the supernatural signs and wonders in the last days, the idea of
miraculous healings was still controversial. Many were not opposed to the idea that God would
heal someone in an instantaneous and miraculous manner. It was generally believed that God
providentially caused healing gradually or through normal circumstances. Like the
Congregationalists, the early Baptists also quarreled over the question of expecting supernatural
healing. This can be seen in the controversy over the practice of anointing the sick with oil.
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Despite the controversy, one account survives of a Baptist minister from Pennsylvania who kept
the scriptural prescription with great success.132 133
Regardless of the reports from New Lights of supernatural manifestations akin to the
days of the apostles, Old Lights held the cessationist line, as did some moderate New Lights.134
This cessationist mind frame can be expressed in the words of Charles Chauncy in his rebuke to
James Davenport, “the work of the Spirit is different now from what it was in the first days of
Christianity. Men were favored with the extraordinary presence of the Spirit. He came upon them
in miraculous gifts and powers, as a spirit of prophecy of knowledge, of revelation, of tongue, of
miracles: But the Spirit is not now to be expected in these ways.”135These warnings went
unheeded by Davenport. He claimed that through prayer, a woman who lost the use of her tongue
would be restored, and he chose a specific day when the healing was supposed to occur. After
time spent in prayer and fasting, however, the woman died. When Davenport was approached
about his inability to heal her on the set day, he suggested that the fact the woman died and was
now in heaven, and therefore healed, meant that he was accurate in his prediction.
There are other recorded instances of healings. In a less fantastic account of supernatural
healing, Edwards claimed that during his revival in Northampton, “it was a most remarkable time
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of health that ever I knew since I have been in the town. We ordinarily have several bills put up
every Sabbath for persons that are sick; but now we had not so much as one for many sabbaths
together.”136 Edwards also claimed that with physical health came a period of mental health in
which melancholy was lacking among his members. However, this period only lasted as long as
the revival lasted.
Charles Woodmason also recorded the story of some New Lights who claimed to have
the power to perform “Miracles, and declared that He had the Power equal with Christ that God
had given him the authority even to raise the Dead.”137To prove his credentials, this radical
enthusiast claimed he would resurrect the first corpse he came across. Woodmason described a
scene in which the minister tried to revive the corpse through “prayers and breathings” followed
by anointing and other exercises. The attempt appeared to be successful to followers, but
Woodmason believed the supposed dead person to have been in on the act and that the whole
scene was a farce. Woodmason claimed that the person who pretended to be dead later confessed
his part in the illusion. Whether or not this instance was a hoax, it suggests that people were
attempting, or at least appearing to attempt supernatural miracles.
One of the more remarkable instances of healing recorded during the Great Awakening
was that of a woman named Mercy Wheeler. Benjamin Lord, a minister from Plainfield, gave an
eyewitness account of the miracle. Lord tells his readers that Mercy Wheeler had been an invalid
for a period of twenty-six years. While there were times of greater strength than others, she had
spent a large part of her life bedfast and had been diagnosed as a lifelong cripple. At one point in

136

Jonathan Edwards, Edwards on Revivals: Containing A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of
God in the Conversion of Many Hundred Souls in Northhampton, Massachusetts, A.D. 1735: Also Thoughts on the
Revival of Religion in New England, 1742, and the Way in which it Ought to be Acknowledged and Promoted, 1832,
103.
137
Charles Woodmason, The Carolina backcountry on the eve of the revolution: The journal and other
writings of Charles Woodmason, 79.

54

her life, she had scripture impressed on her mind that convinced her she would be healed,
although it did not happen immediately. After one church meeting, she was despondent over the
fact that the service was over and she had not been healed, but suddenly the scripture “if thou
wilt believe, thou shalt see the glory of God” was impressed on her mind. Instantly she began to
shake uncontrollably, and as she shook, her pain vanished, and her strength returned. After this,
she “immediately rose up and walked away among the people. . .crying out Bless the Lord Jesus,
who has healed me.”138 Lord expressed concern when he saw her walking. He presumed she was
in a temporary frenzy and tried to sit her back down forcibly. She, however, could not be seated,
she got up again, and the people who saw the event praised God and believed they witnessed a
true miracle and the “power of God.”139
To help convince the reader of the account’s veracity, Lord reprinted the testimony of
several witnesses to the miracle. Lord also informed the reader that Wheeler was not an
enthusiast by claiming that she lived a godly life before and after her healing. In addition, the
piety of Wheeler was demonstrated in her resignment, before her healing, to the will of God in
her life. This meant that she was willing to be sick or well, depending on what God had
determined for her. Moreover, Lord did his best to detail Wheeler’s early life to demonstrate that
her healing was not a farce, or something created to deceive people. Some among the New
Lights hoped this miraculous healing would help to legitimize the revival movement.
As for the response in the colonies to Wheeler’s healing, Thomas Kidd points out,
“overall the response to Wheeler’s healing reflected the tension between doctrinal orthodoxy and
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the startling events being reported in the revivals. Many like Lord wanted to make room for what
they viewed as dramatic manifestations of the Holy Spirit, yet cessationism was so deeply rooted
that evangelicals struggled with how not to call such astonishing experiences miracles.”140 As
demonstrated earlier, the strong dedication to cessationism among Protestants brought about a
conflict with many revivalists, who in the minds of their critics verged on a form of
continuationism because of their dependence on the Spirit. So much so that detractors like
Chauncy accused revivalists of being from the same ilk as Montanists, Quakers, and the French
Prophets.141
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The Montanist controversy would be the first major dispute within the church regarding such questions as
the continuation of prophetic gifts, the closure of scripture, and the true authority within the church. While
recounting the history of the Montanist movement, sometimes referred to as the New Prophecy, can be a Herculean
task due to the paucity of sources and the fact that the existing sources are hostile to the movement, recent scholars
have tended to view this movement as a serious challenge to established authorities in the second century. The
challenge boiled down to one of authority; namely the established hierarchy verses the claims of prophets.
Moreover, there was concern about the subjective nature of claims made by these prophets and the way in which
they prophesied.
Montanus was a convert from Pepuza who claimed to have received prophecies from the Holy Spirit. This
was additional revelation than what had already been handed down by the traditions of the apostles and found in
what was then generally accepted as scripture. Montanus employed the use of two prophetesses who became early
leaders in the movement. The movement immediately attracted a following and became somewhat widespread
attracting even some sophisticated minds such as Tertullian. William Tabbernee suggests that it was not so much
what Montanus prophesied, for much of it was not against the Christian grain, but it was how he prophesied and the
authority he claimed by adding additional instructions to the church outside of the accepted traditions.
The New Prophecy promoted an increased form of ascetism which included additional fasts, the promotion
of celibacy (even to the point of allowing divorces for the sake of celibacy), and suggested a soon return of Christ,
which according to Montanus, would happen in Pepuza instead of Jerusalem. As aforementioned the established
Church authorities were concerned with the manner in which the new prophecy was delivered. They decried the
ecstatic behavior of the prophets. The church historian Eusebius provides a description of Montanus’s enthusiastic
behavior when he wrote, “he became beside himself, and being suddenly in a sort of frenzy and ecstasy, he raved,
and began to babble and utter strange things, prophesying in a manner contrary to the constant custom of the Church
handed down by tradition from the beginning.” In addition, one of the other prophets of the Montanists were said to
have “fell into trances” although this was credited by detractors to the work of a demonic spirit rather than the Holy
Spirit.
All this occurred during an era in which the ecstatic gift of prophecy was less normative. Trevett sums up
the predicament nicely, “the Prophecy was proclaiming the in-breaking of a new order bypassing established
authority by direct revelation and putting to the forefront something which had been relegated to the margins.”
Trevett also suggests that it was the threat of Montanism that helped to motivate the church to standardize the New
Testament canon of scripture and further standardize the beliefs and practices of the church.
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Another supernatural manifestation claimed to arise during the revival that belonged in
the age of the apostles was exorcism. As some scholars have rightly pointed out, the generation

While the early historiography of Montanism placed the movement along the lines of other heresies that the
early church had to combat, historians such as Tambree have suggested that the movement not only had a
widespread following but was diverse with varying degrees of adherence to its main principles. To put it succinctly,
there were many early Christians who believed that there needed to be a restoration of the use of spiritual gifts.
The basic questions that arose during in the Montanist controversy were as follows: Were there to be any
new revelations? The church agreed the answer was no. Where did the final authority on spiritual matters rest? For
the Montanist this was in the divine revelation spoke by the prophets. For the Church it was the scriptures and
tradition handed down by the apostles, in addition to the hierarchical structures in place. Who could deem a
prophetic utterance or a charismatic gift divine? Later the church hierarchy would claim this right for itself
especially as the church formalized the process of sainthood. And finally, how could one tell that ecstatic behavior
of all sorts was really from God and not imagined fancy at best, or the result of demonic influence at worst? For the
early church there was an accepted tradition regarding how the apostles received divine revelation and the behavior
demonstrated by Montanus and his female cohorts was deemed aberrant.
The Montanists would finally lose their influence with the ascension of Justinian who had their works
destroyed much to the chagrin of scholars. Moreover, with the acceptance of the church by the Roman Empire the
issue of standardization became ever so important. It was in these years after the emperor Constantine had provided
the church with his favor that what would become an orthodox Christian tradition was firmly intact. It was during
this time the church saw the standardization of beliefs, especially after the Council of Nicaea. It should however be
noted that many of the liturgical practices, beliefs, and accepted behaviors gradually became standardized before
Constantine.
The next sect mentioned by anti-revivalists like Charles Chauncy and the Commissary of South Carolina
who proved to be a thorn in the side of Whitefield, were the Quakers. This group was far less removed from the
generation of the Awakening than the Montanists. The Quakers were a religious sect known as the Society of
Friends started by their founder George Fox in England. Many fled to the New World so as to worship without the
persecution they received in England. Many also settled in the area of Pennsylvania whose proprietor William Penn
was one of their rank. The early Quakers were known for enthusiastic behavior. In fact, at the core of Quakerism
was an enthusiastic belief in the idea of Inner Light. The Inner Light was said to be possessed by everyone;
therefore, any person had the ability to hear from God. This idea had a leveling effect for Quakerism. They saw no
need to respect traditional authorities or hierarchy. This was reflected in their services wherein there were no
ministers but people who waited for revelation from the Inner Light within and spoke as they were directed. Anyone
was allowed to speak men, women, children, the learned and the unlearned.
The Quakers were a nuisance to the early Puritans of Massachusetts, who often banned them from the
colony. The early Quakers tended to be radical as there are accounts of Quakers interrupting the meetings of
Congregationalists. Puritans deemed the Quakers as heretics. Moreover, association between revivalists and Quakers
made many Old Lights feel the New Lights were anathema. This association mostly came from the fact that like the
Quakers, revivalists allowed for exhorters of all stripes to speak during service. There became less regard to learning
and institutional approval as more looked for those approved by God, as evidenced by the Holy Spirit’s work in their
life. In addition, Quakers in part got their nickname because of the trembling that was said to have occurred in their
early meetings.
Old Lights made many connections between the New Lights and the third group The French Prophets. The
French Prophets were a group of French exiles who came to London and gained a following among French and
English alike. There were originally three prophets although as the movement grew so did the number of prophets.
They were anti-Catholic but they claimed the power to prophesy while also suggesting that none of the prophecies
they gave were “new revelation.” They saw themselves thoroughly in the Protestant tradition of upholding scripture
and claimed that their prophecies did not violate scripture. It is worthy of note that their prophesying was normally
accompanied with physical manifestations such as shaking. Moreover, there were claims among the group to divine
healing and even speaking in tongues. Several of the leaders were sentenced to pillory by the authorities for what
they deemed as blasphemy. The French Prophet movement lingered even to the time of the early years of the
Awakening. Old Light Charles Chauncey also wrote a book about the French Prophets as a warning. The book was
entitled, The Wonderful Narrative.
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of Jonathan Edwards did not spend much time speaking of demons and witches, probably due to
the embarrassment over the behavior of their forefathers during the Salem Witch Trials.142 Of
course, there was still a prevalent belief that Satan was real and that his temptations were still a
threat; however, the generation of the Great Awakening was much less consumed in talking
about demonic possession and witchcraft.
Despite this, there were still accounts of exorcism during the period of the Awakening.
Douglas Winiarkisi, in his book Darkness Falls on the Land of Light, recounts the story of
Martha Robinson, who she and others believed to be demonically possessed. She had been
aroused to conviction by Whitefield but to no avail. She had also had a failed exorcism by
Gilbert Tennent.143 Later, she was interviewed by Timothy Dwight and Joseph Pitkin, who
142

There has been much scholarly ink applied to recounting the history of the Salem Witch Trails, but it is
interesting to note that the belief in supernatural experiences was quite pervasive prior to the Great Awakening.
However, the type of supernatural activity that was said to have occurred on a frequent basis (and the source of the
trials) was from the darker powers. Instead of records detailing miracles performed by ministers and the faithful in
the generation prior to Edwards, the records indicate people believed demonic forces were active and ever on the
move. Even though Enlightenment influences tried to dissolve the belief in demonic influences there were those who
still demanded that the power of darkness was still at work. Cotton Mather had published two works dedicated to
this idea. Memorable Providences and Wonders of the Invisible World, the latter of which would forever tie his
name with the Salem Witch Trials (although he was not directly involved). In his book, Mather recorded instances
of remarkable supernatural experiences said to be the work of the devil and his witches. For example, he recorded
the stories of witches’ sabbaths, possessions, and the remarkable levitation of a young, bewitched woman. Mather
chided those who did not believe in the power of witches and the demons as Pharisees. While Mather also looked for
occurrences from the power of light, he gave much more attention on the power of the devil. This of course all while
Mather held a cessationist view. The irony of believing that those who opposed God could perform supernatural
feats while believers could not, was not lost on some critics. Probably Mather’s most famous critic, Robert Calef, in
his book More Wonders of the Invisible World, castigated Mather for believing in continued miracles from demonic
powers while he also confessed cessationonism.
Some have also taken note of the strange behavior between those claimed to be possessed at Salem (and
other witches) and those participating in the revivals. Both were said to shriek, fall, cry out, see things that could not
be seen by anyone else. While the bewitched saw specters and demons, revival participants saw angels, heaven, and
God.
143
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however, whereas pagans relied on ritual to expel a maleficent spirit, Christians generally used the sign of the Cross
and or the spoken name of Jesus to expel demons. This practice was well attested in the Bible and performed by
Christ and the apostles. The early church believed that certain Christians could be endowed with the power to cast
out demons. Originally exorcisms were performed by wandering charismatic preachers until later it became a
formalized practice. Once it was formalized, exorcists were found as part of the rituals of the church and
institutionalized. Many times, it took the form of expelling sin and demons before Baptism, although the idea of
casting out demons remained practice through much of the Middle Ages. As previously noted, Protestants were not
opposed to the idea that demon possession still occurred. They believed that exorcism could happen through prayer,
counsel, and reading of scripture. A good example of this can be found in the account of Cotton Mather who took a
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believed she was possessed due to her own testimony and behavior. Winiarski records that
Robinson accosted onlookers and spoke blasphemous words. He also suggests that what stunned
Pitkin was that she not only spoke blasphemous and malicious words, but she also quoted
scripture. Pitkin came to believe there was a war for the possession of her soul between the Devil
and the Holy Spirit. Ultimately though, Robinson became fully converted, but her story
demonstrates that a belief in demonic possession was still present and that the supernatural
practice of exorcism was still a practice of minsters.
Another example of the contemporary belief in demonic possession is provided by
nineteenth-century historian Joseph Tracy, who recorded the story of an impudent lay exhorter
who not only claimed special authority to minister but “pretended to cast out devils.”144 Charles
Woodmason likewise recorded the story of a man who claimed to kill six devils.145 146
Although accounts of miraculous New Testament signs, wonders, and gifts of the Spirit
may be scarce, it appears emphasis on the inward work of the Holy Spirit and the importance of

young woman home with him to help free her from a demonic force. According to Mather, he was successful. The
exorcism took place over a period of time and did not have the immediate impact like that recorded by the scriptures
and the early church. For more information on early exorcism see Eric Sorensen’s work, Possession and Exorcism in
the New Testament and Early Christianity.
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The battle with demons was a common theme seen in church history. Most often it takes the form of
exorcism although there have been some claims by Christians that they fought disembodied demons. One famous
case is from the life of Anthony of Egypt. Church historian Jose` Gonzalez credits Anthony as an early adherent and
harbinger of the monastic movement. Many believed Anthony to be a Holy man including his biographer Athanasius
who claimed that the hermetic monk spent many hours alone in prayer and fasting. Anthony’s ascetic lifestyle
caught on, and while he intended to find solitude in the Egyptian desert, he soon gained many followers who desired
to have a similar contemplative life. Anthony it was said did all he could to fight his flesh and forced himself to live
an uncomfortable life-style. This was all so he could quell the flesh while keeping his spirit in greater
communication with God. Like the charismatic preachers of an earlier period, Anthony began to exhibit qualities of
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listening and obeying this inward leading (impulses and impressions) opened the door for
musings, contemplation, or downright acceptance of some form of continuationism.147 Tracy’s
above-mentioned impudent lay exhorter claimed special authority from God. The gift of
discernment was claimed by several revivalists such as Davenport. Old Lights chided New
Lights, who claimed to know if someone was converted just by looking at them. Interestingly,
Woodmason recorded the story of a group of New Lights who apparently referred to themselves
(or were referred to by others) as New Apostles. Even Isaac Backus, who was careful to curtail
his behavior upon receiving the New Birth, pondered the possibility of the resumption of the gift
of tongues. He stated, “now as to this, and also the extraordinary Gift of Tongues, whether they
will be given or no to God’s Servants when those nations shall be brought in which hitherto have
not known the Word of the Lord, I leave with him that orders all things, to determine; and to the
Consideration of those that are wise of heart.”148 A footnote at the bottom of the passage reveals
that Backus was not alone in his musings about an end-time return of the gift of tongues. He
stated that Dr. Watts disagreed with Edwards concerning the cessation of the gift of tongues, for
Watts believed “it would be restored again when the heathen nations would come in.”149 These
statements are sandwiched between two ideas that Backus is presenting to the reader. One was
the importance of following the inward leading of the Spirit, and the second was the idea that the
end of days would bring about the resumption of spiritual gifts. This idea that the spiritual gifts
would return at the eschaton, fused with the idea that the First Great Awakening was that revival,
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led some to conclude that the spiritual gifts had indeed returned. Edwards, for example,
confronted a man who was under this assumption and had led a man into error by claiming he
had received a divine word from God on how to overcome melancholy by reciting Psalms
116:4.150
Besides the theological issues that developed over the enthusiasm controversy, matters of
an ecclesiastical nature also emerged. During the First Great Awakening, Americans began to
seek religious leaders with specific qualifications; primarily the New Birth. No longer was it
enough for ministers to have received seminary training and have the backing of an established
institution, the people wanted for themselves leaders who had experienced the New Birth. Many
New Light ministers like Backus, Tennent, and Davenport encouraged people to seek for
themselves ministers who had undergone this spiritual transformation.
George Whitefield was one of those minsters. It has already been noted that Harry Stout,
in his book George Whitefield: Divine Dramatist proposed that Whitefield was the prototype for
all modern evangelists. Stout and others have demonstrated that Whitefield was the first to utilize
modern ministerial tactics such as marketing, dramatic speaking, and was demonstrating a
willingness to hold services outside of church buildings. In the historiography of George
Whitefield, much is made of these abilities and how they were able to make him an international
celebrity (the first of his kind in Colonial America). Moreover, John Dickey took a new
approach. He demonstrated that Whitefield was also the prototype for American demagoguery,
for he was a man who brought and thrived on controversy and was able to speak to and win over
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the masses.151 However, what seems to be missing in Whitefieldian historiography is the
importance of the religious views of Whitefield’s followers and how these views helped create a
new breed of ministers, that of which Whitefield was the prototype. What historians seem to
miss is that although Whitefield may indeed have had a penchant for marketing and a flair for the
dramatic, these were not the conscious reasons that adherents flocked to Whitefield.152 In their
minds the people did not follow a talented thespian but a man who was empowered by the Holy
Spirit. For example, Nathan Cole said of George Whitefield that he was like one of the “old
apostles” and that when he saw him “he Lookt almost angelical…for he looked as if he was
cloathed with authority.” Likewise, one curious reporter who went to see Whitefield recorded, “I
saw a visible Presence of God with Mr. Whitefield.”153

Figure 2. This classic portrait of George Whitefield, painted by
famed Colonial Artist John Wollaston, captures the theatrical
qualities of Whitefield. As demonstrated in the portrait Whitefield
captivates his audiences while his hands are in motion. Library of
Congress
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Whitefield may have been unique for his prodigious oratory, but he was not unique for
being a minister that people viewed as having spiritual clout due to the New Birth experience.
There was a wider movement among revival adherents who sought for themselves converted
minsters. What is often missing in the historiography of the First Great Awakening is the
acknowledgement that the unconverted minister controversy and enthusiasm were intertwined.
Enthusiasm had a leveling effect. Those on the bottom rung of society may not have been
able to go to seminary, but this did not prevent them from having an experience with God. A
person who was converted had within them the Holy Spirit who could lead them and provide the
would-be minister with a message just as timely and powerful as any given by the most welltrained seminarian. This was not only the case for would-be ministers, but also for lay exhorters
as well. While Old Lights balked at the disorder brought about by lay exhorters, New Lights
provided them with greater latitude.154 This acceptance of lay preaching and the uneducated (or
undereducated) minister did not develop from an inward drive toward democracy but rather the
idea that the Spirit could inwardly lead converted believers. In short, parishioners were not trying
to dismantle the establishment just for the sake of democratic control as it is sometimes
presented in the historiography; rather, they were searching for ministers whose legitimacy and
talent came from God.
Probably the most famous discourse addressing this issue was Gilbert Tennent’s Dangers
of the Unconverted Ministry. In it, Tennent suggested that “God almighty does not send
Pharisees (a common term used for unconverted ministers) and natural men in the ministry.” For
“how can these men be faithful that have not faith.”155 In Tennent’s sermon, the unconverted
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ministers are called “dead,” and the converted are encouraged to flee from them. Whitefield also
preached on several occasions on unconverted ministers. He believed that the lack of spirituality
in a minister impacted the congregation. He once remarked, “the reason why congregations have
been so dead is because they have dead men preaching to them.”156 He further opined, “I fear
many rest in a head knowledge are close Pharisees and have only a name to live.”157 This latter
remark demonstrates a significant delineation between the new minister and the minister of the
Puritan age. Academic credentials and institutional approval were no longer enough. One could
not just have head knowledge but must have a supernatural experience as well. For many,
intellect did not matter as much as experience. An experience with God was deemed more
credible than any amount of training (a belief that will be pervasive during the Second Great
Awakening). These sorts of ideas eventually extended themselves to an anti-intellectualism that
is a prominent feature among enthusiastic movements in American history.
While New Lights did not reject the need for Biblical knowledge outright or claim an
anti-intellectualist status, Old Lights tended to believe this about their opponents. Charles
Chauncy, numbering errors among the New Lights, suggested that the New Lights depended on
the help of the Holy Spirit “as to defile learning.”158 For Charles Woodmason, one of his chief
complaints about New Lights was that they were undereducated and that the educated and
properly endorsed ministers like himself were overlooked and mistreated by New Lights. He
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once remarked of two Methodist ministers, they were “exceeding low and ignorant persons- yet
the lower class chuse (sic) to resort to them rather than to hear a well-connected Discourse.”159
Isaac Backus took the debate about unconverted ministers to a new level. In addition to
maintaining that ministers must have experienced the New Birth, he believed that ministers had
to have a supernatural call to become legitimate ministers. It was not enough for a person to
desire to train as a minister; they had to have a supernatural call that came from God alone. He
expressed these ideas in a sermon entitled, A Discourse Shewing the Nature and Necessity of an
Internal Call to Preach the Everlasting Gospel. In it, Backus distinguishes between the “ordinary
call” and the “extraordinary call,” which came from a “special influence of the Holy Spirit.” 160
Backus was not opposed to learning but he believed, “multitudes place their qualifications more
in human learning, than in divine Enlightening’s and place their authority more in being
externally called, and set apart by men, than in being internally called by the Spirit of God.”161
Backus argued that the idea of an internal call did not violate the Protestant doctrine of
cessationism, because an internal call was not considered new revelation (like his critics
claimed). Rather he believed an inner call was thoroughly biblical. For one, Backus suggested
there was biblical precedence for being called by God, and since God was as near to the church
now as he ever was, he concluded that ministers in his day should experience the same call as
ministers did in ancient times. Backus also believed there was no exact method in Christ’s
calling his ministers because God works with individuals differently. In addition, speaking of
impulses and impressions, Backus stated that the minister does not receive “words into our
159
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minds;” rather, what takes place is “divine light” shines into the understanding of the minster’s
mind.162 Despite these statements, Backus was still leery of radicalism, and he confessed that
sometimes delusional enthusiasts go into the ministry when they are not really called. 163
Although the faithful believed their ministers had supernatural qualifications, it does not
take from the fact that ministers employed new evangelistic tactics to promote the revival and
win souls. These tactics may have been intentional or perceived to be expressions of the Holy
Spirit, nevertheless, many New Lights began to share common characteristics in their method of
ministry. For example, the auditory abilities and gesticulations of ministers like Whitefield were
becoming more common. Stout writes of Whitefield, “he transformed the traditional sermon into
something different; a dramatic event capable of competing for public attention.”164 He further
opines, “passion would be the key to his preaching, and his body would be enlisted in raising the
passions in his audience to embrace traditional Protestant truths.” 165 Old Lights credited the
influence commanded by the New Lights to “pulpit gestures, striking phraseology, modulation of
voice.”166 Charles Chauncy chided New Lights in general for their passionate sermons that he
believed were designed specifically to arouse people’s emotions. For example, he noted that
Davenport used voice and gestures to excite the crowd. Davenport was said to have jumped and
clapped his hands while preaching and on one occasion, “he even stripped off his upper
garments.”167
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Though Edwards was not known to be a dynamic speaker, he defended passionate
preaching and stated that “if the subject is in its own nature worthy of great affection, then a
speaking of it with great affection is most agreeable.”168 He further juxtaposed this lively style of
preaching to a “cold and indifferent” way of preaching. This contrast between energetic
preaching and formal cold preaching became a common theme in the Great Awakening and
subsequent revival movements. Indeed, Old Lights often remarked that the New Lights lacked
depth in their preaching, that theology was subdued in favor of passionate, emotional sermons.
As a counter to this argument Edwards, speaking of the formal style that dominated New
England pulpits prior to the Awakening, averred, “was there ever an age wherein strength and
penetration of reason, extent of learning, exactness of distinction, correctness of style, and
clearness of expression, did so abound? And yet was there ever an age wherein there has been so
little sense of the evil of sin, so little love to God, heavenly mindedness, and holiness of life,
among professors of true religion.?”169
Voice inflection and animated movements were not the only distinguishing marks of the
revivalist preachers. Extemporaneous sermons became an important feature of the revivals. They
were not only considered enthusiastic because there was a lack of preparation, but because many
believed an impromptu sermon came straight from God. There would eventually become a
contrast between prepared formal sermons and unprepared divinely guided sermons. This is not
to say that revivalists never prepared or wrote sermons, but there was an increasing habit of
extemporaneous sermons among revivalists. Indeed, Gilbert Tennent was known for having
passionate extemporaneous sermons in his early ministry, sermons devoted to arousing the

168
Jonathan Edwards, Edwards on Revivals: Containing A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of
God in the Conversion of Many Hundred Souls in Northhampton, Massachusetts, A.D. 1735: Also Thoughts on the
Revival of Religion in New England, 1742, and the Way in which it Ought to be Acknowledged and Promoted, 233.
169
Ibid, 234.

67

emotions of the unconverted. Whitefield was especially known for this type of preaching. Stout
suggested that not only Whitefield utilized extemporaneous preaching but that it was pervasive
among his Oxford colleagues and the wider Methodist movement. He wrote, “extemporaneous
preaching had become an accepted innovation among the Oxford Methodists during Whitfield’s
tenure there. In 1735 John Wesley discovered the method by accident, having once forgotten his
notes. The ensuing extempore sermon was so powerful that he recommended it to all who could
muster the courage. Sometimes the speaker would not even know his text until he rose to
preach.170
It was not just the preachers who saw extemporaneous preaching as a special form of
preaching that came with divine aid. The exhorters, as mentioned earlier, were generally people
who spoke extemporaneously. The layman who gave small sermons and general exhortations in
the middle of services was not reading from a prepared script. Indeed, Charles Chauncey
believed that it was enthusiasm that enabled laymen and preachers alike to speak
extemporaneously and passionately. He believed their frenzied state empowered them to do so.
In his open letter to Davenport he wrote, “sometimes, it strangely loosens their tongues, and
gives them such energy, as well as fluency and volumbility (sic) in speaking, as they themselves,
by their utmost efforts, can’e so much as imitate, when they are not under the enthusiastic
influence.”171
The desire for extemporaneous speaking was connected to the idea of being led by the
Spirit. Edwards, though a supporter of the revivals, was against the idea of that ministers were
speaking directly from the Spirit but was not entirely opposed to spontaneous preaching if a
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person was talented enough to pull it off. He wrote, “but since there is no immediate suggesting
of words from the Spirit of God to be expected or desired, they who neglect and despise study
and premeditation, in order to a preparation for the pulpit, in such an expectation, are guilty of
presumption; though doubtless it may be lawful for some persons, in some cases, and they may
be called to it to preach with very little study; and the Spirit of God, by the heavenly frame of
heart that he gives them, may enable them to do it to excellent purpose.”172
These oratorical tactics were often matched with intense sermons that centered on the
terrors of Hell. Old Lights accused New Lights of purposely emphasizing the terror of Hell. This
seems to be a likely indictment from the Old Lights. In addition to people like Davenport
screaming “damn'd, damn'd, damn'd” repeatedly to his audiences, many more moderate ministers
emphasized Hell and spoke of it in great detail. George Whitefield admitted that while in York
and Portsmouth, he was unable to talk much about terrors, that God allowed him only to speak of
consolation, which suggests that speaking of terrors was a common practice for Whitefield.173
Thomas Prince described Gilbert Tennent’s preaching style as both terrible and searching. By
terrible, he meant that Tennent “exhibited the dreadful holiness, justice, law threatening’s, truth,
power, majesty of God; and his anger with rebellious, impenitent, unbelieving and Christless
sinners; the awful danger they were every moment in of being struck down to hell.”174 By
searching, Prince meant that Tennent’s words had a way to cut to the heart so that a person who
feigned being righteous would be laid bare before God.
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What has been called America’s most famous sermon, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry
God, would also suggest that New Lights emphasized Hell. The picture Edwards painted of Hell
is terrifying. Edwards warned that “unconverted men walk over the pit of hell on a rotten
covering.”175 He told his audience that God could let go of them any moment, and they would
sink like lead into Hell. Hell is described as “that world of misery, that lake of burning
brimstone” and the “dreadful pit of the flowing flames of the wrath of God.”176 He later
described the precarious situation of the unconverted. Edwards wrote that God “holds you over
the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider, or some loathsome insect, over the fire.”177 To be
sure, this literal hellfire and brimstone sermon came with a message of hope as Edwards called
for his listeners to be awakened and converted, thus escaping the wrath. Edwards knew of the
contemporary debate surrounding the New Lights’ emphasis on “terrors” and the preaching on
Hell. In his Thoughts on Revival, he averred that there was nothing wrong with telling the truth;
on the contrary, the truth needed to be preached. The only time he thought that Hell should not
be presented with such ferocity was to people under the influence of melancholy.
Among the other “tactics” Old Lights accused the New Lights of employing was creating
messages aimed specifically at arousing emotions. The New Lights, in contrast, believed that
their sermons were divinely aided to touch the lives of their hearers. Moreover, the faithful who
believed in the legitimacy of the revivals did not believe the ministers simply aroused emotions
but that they spoke the truth; and yet the debate raged. Chauncy testified that he had once seen a
minister scold the audience for not swooning during the sermon. He further opined that on one
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occasion, a minister called upon the audience to cry out.178This brazen behavior by some New
Lights intimated to Chauncy that much of what was taking place was from the machinations of
the minsters rather than a true move of the Holy Spirit. Edwards too was concerned about
feigned affections, but he also defended the use of preaching that impacted the heart. He wrote,
“I do not think ministers are to be blamed for raising the affections of their hearers too high if
that which they are with be only that which is worthy of affection…I should think myself in the
way of my duty to raise the affections of my hearers as high as possibly I can.” 179
Detractors further averred that the revivalists made too much of the outward
manifestations instead of looking for true evidence of spiritual change. Chauncy suggested that it
is the Fruit of the Spirit that is the true sign of change and “that the surest most substantial proof
is obedience to the commandments.”180 This last point prompted many revivalists to defend the
movement by providing in their accounts anecdotal evidence of changed behavior among
parishioners. Buell, Edwards, and Blair all used this argument. They each examined the lives of
their congregants and generally argued that there was a greater holiness of lifestyle exhibited and
a more significant concern for religion that took the form of extra meetings and increased public
and private lectures.
Edwards was one of the foremost defenders of the revivals, and his defense of enthusiasm
is worth noting in detail for several reasons. One, he wrote prodigiously on the subject and two,
his defense is a moderate view which provides the reader with an even-tempered position of
enthusiasm during the Awakening. His defense of enthusiasm also helps to provide the
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researcher with information on how people behaved. Lastly, his insights had such an impact that
people like Francis Asbury consulted his work on how to address this behavior. In his defense of
the revival, Edwards essentially argued that one could not “judge the whole by the part.”
Moreover, he believed that in any true move of God, aberrant behavior was sure to occur.
Misguided zeal, especially from novice Christians, could cause error as he wrote, “we must
expect green fruits before we have ripe ones.”181 Moreover, Edwards chided those who did not
support the revival because this is exactly what ministers had been praying for in New England
for such a long time as the aforementioned decline of religion had preceded the revivals.
Edwards stated, “and now when so great and extensive a reformation is so suddenly and
wonderfully accomplished, in those very things that we have sought to God for, shall we not
acknowledge it?”
In his defense of the first type of enthusiasm, Edwards believed it was reasonable for a
person to be consumed with religious affection, and that acting out religious affection was
similar to a person acting out earthly affections, which was not inappropriate. He suggested that
the Old Lights, who dismissed the highly emotional behavior, committed three errors. The first
was limiting God on how he could touch people. The second was judging the work a priori
instead of posteriori. Lastly, that they did not judge the revival by the whole counsel of God’s
Word. By this he meant the Bible hinted at people becoming overly emotional. He stated that
those who witnessed the glory of God in the Bible were often overcome with emotions. Edwards
provided examples like Daniel, who fell as a dead man, and Habakkuk who said, “when I heard,
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my belly trembled, my lips quivered at the voice, rottenness entered into my bones, I trembled in
myself, that I might rest in the day of trouble.”182
Edwards, however, was not convinced that highly ecstatic outward expressions should
always accompany religious affection. He believed some reactions were inappropriate for he
concluded that all actions based on religious affections spawned from a mixture of affection,
both pure and the natural. Using the example of earthly love, he explained that the love between
a man and woman is natural and acceptable to God, but when mixed with the frailty of man, it
could be turned into sin. In the same manner, religious affection could be pure, but it can lead to
extremes in the person’s actions if they were not careful. Edwards accosted those who worked
themselves up into a frenzy, especially as they believed this was evidence of the Spirit’s move.
Edwards never thought that outward manifestations could be a surefire way of detecting the work
of the Holy Spirit in a person; he, like Chauncy, believed the Fruit of the Spirit, expressed in a
holy lifestyle, was the best evidence of the Spirit’s work in a believer.183 For Edwards, the
description provided in the Bible of Stephen, the first Christian martyr, was the ideal state of the
Holy Spirit’s work on a believer. According to the book of Acts, before Stephen was stoned, he
was filled with the Holy Spirit, and yet he kept a calm composure throughout his ordeal.
Interestingly, Edwards also admitted that culture may have played a part in developing
enthusiasm among a congregation. He believed some churches were predisposed to radical
behavior because it was the custom of the church or the area from which the church was located.
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To sum up, while Edwards accepted the highly emotional aspects of the First Great
Awakening as legitimate, he still placed parameters on this form of enthusiasm. His position can
be synthesized in the following quote,
I think they greatly err who think that these things should be wholly unlimited, and that all
should be encouraged in going in these things to the utmost length that they feel themselves
inclined to: the consequence of this will be very bad: there ought to be a gentle restraint held
upon these things, and there should be a prudent care taken of persons in such extraordinary
circumstances, and they should be moderately advised at proper seasons, not to make more ado
than there is need of, but rather to hold a restraint upon their inclinations; otherwise
extraordinary outward effects will grow upon them, they will be more and more natural and
unavoidable, and the extraordinary outward show will increase, without any increase of the
internal cause; persons will find themselves under a kind of necessity of making a great ado, with
less and less affection of soul, till at length almost any slight emotion will set them going , and
they will be more and more violent and boisterous , and will grow louder and louder , till their
actions and behavior become indeed very absurd.184
As for signs and wonders and the doctrine of cessationism, most moderate New Lights
like Edwards held to a cessationist line. He suggested that many of the claimed visions were only
inward ideas of the mind, minds albeit that may have been legitimately fixed on God.
Since many of the Old Lights wondered at the behavior of the revivalists, it was natural
for them to ponder the reasons why people behaved in this manner. While some believed that a
“false spirit” might have deluded people, others sought to demonstrate more natural reasons for
the aberrant behavior of the enthusiasts. One of the common explanations was that parishioners
were under a state of melancholy or deprivation and that these extravagances of the New Light
ministers agitated the passions of already troubled individuals. This idea that mental issues were
at the heart of enthusiastic behavior had its roots in Protestant criticism of Catholic mysticism.
Liam explains, “theories about unnatural melancholy and enthusiasm could be used to discredit
those claiming ecstatic, visionary or mystical experiences by attributing these phenomena to
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natural biological causes.”185 Melancholy and deprivation would later become a popular
explanation, especially for the frontier camp meeting revivals of the Second Great Awakening.
However, this explanation does not do justice to the power of ideas (i.e., religious belief).
Indeed, as will be demonstrated, the enthusiastic behavior of revival participants in the First
Great Awakening was exhibited by Pentecostals of the twentieth century and even today, many
of whom were in very comfortable settings with little to no deprivation. Furthermore, it would be
hard to prove that the vast number of Pentecostals who circle the globe today and participants in
the First and Second Great Awakening all suffered from melancholy. Instead, religious belief
coupled with the highly emotional state of people within these revival services seems to be a
better explanation, as this survey of enthusiasm will hope to demonstrate. Old Lights, New
Lights, and moderates all admitted to the role played by religious affections and the power that
the preachers, exhorters, singers, and the general atmosphere had on people. Coupled with
scriptural backing that what was transpiring was the work of the Holy Spirt, there is no wonder
people not only reacted this way but continued to feel comfortable in this expression of worship.
Indeed, they were not only comfortable with these expressions, but they were also encouraged by
some ministers to act them out.
To conclude, the concerns held by the Old Lights were that the outward manifestations
and lay exhorters caused disorder and confusion, which violated the Bible’s instructions for
decent and orderly worship. They were further concerned that the doctrine of cessationism was
being violated by claims of visions, trances, dreams, prophecies, signs, and wonders. Old Lights
also were concerned with what they believed to be the machinations of revivalists to stir up
passions instead of touching the mind of the people and arousing only sensible emotions.
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In contrast, New Lights saw the erratic behavior as evidence of the Holy Spirit’s work on
people. Some, however, were willing to admit that people could be under misguided emotions.
Moreover, New Lights were more generally accepting of miraculous encounters and the inward
leading of the Holy Spirit although the degree of acceptance depended on the individual. All
agreed scripture was the final authority, but how one applied the scripture to the circumstances of
the day varied. This strong reliance on scriptures meant that many would not cross the
cessationist line although there was evidence of some radicals who blurred it during the height of
the revivals.
It also seems that each minister had his own threshold on what was too much enthusiasm.
Who was labeled an enthusiast depended on the toleration of each individual. Chauncy even
allowed that it was acceptable to touch the emotions of people, but he would not have accepted
the outcries in a public meeting. Edwards may have been more accepting of this sort of behavior,
believing that people who were overcome with a sense of joy and thus could not contain it;
however, he would never have claimed that people had the ability to predict the coming of Christ
as Davenport did, and he assuredly would not have started a bonfire to destroy earthly
possessions. What is more interesting, age seems to have played a role in enthusiastic tendency.
Janet Fisburn suggests Tennent’s preaching became more subdued and more doctrinally focused
in his later years.186 John Dickey claims that Whitefield too calmed his zealous behavior in the
later part of his life.187 Moreover, even Davenport later retracted many of his former behaviors in
a public confession that became a blemish to the New Light movement. Lastly, Winiarksi
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suggests that Edwards later changed his tone concerning the revival, so much so that he tried to
restrain what he saw as runaway enthusiasm in his own church.188

Epilogue: The New Light Stir

Much of the historiography of the First Great Awakening sets the period between the
1740s to the 1760s. Of course, the cautious historian knows that timelines of social movements
are generally messier than this. For example, the Northampton revival, and the harbinger of the
Awakening, began in 1734, before the revivals started in earnest. Moreover, before this, there
were even times when revival movements broke out under the leadership of Edwards’s
grandfather Solomon Stoddard.
As for the end of the First Great Awakening, the historiography seems unanimous that
there is a sharp division between the First Great Awakening and the Second that generally begins
in earnest with the Cane Ridge Revival at the turn of the century. Many look to the American
Revolution being the intermediate period between the two revivals. However, historians like
Thomas Kidd have suggested that there were still reverberations from the revivals of the First
Great Awakening during the Revolutionary period. Kidd states, “the distractions and exigencies
of war inevitably hindered the activism of evangelical churches, but the conflict hardly sent them
into decline. Instead, the era between 1776 and 1783 saw periodic outbursts of revival across
North America, with a particularly intense paroxysm engulfing New England in 1780-82. Then
in 1785, pent-up spiritual energy seemed discharged under the combined forces of the war’s end
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and disestablishment, with Virginia seeing the most spectacular results.”189 Kidd suggests this
movement was called the New Light Stir.
While it may be difficult to prove how profound these revival movements were, it can be
demonstrated that enthusiasm was still a part of the religious landscape during this period of
American history. While it may not have been pervasive during the Revolution, it was present
and would come surging back during the revivals of the Second Great Awakening. The
following are some examples of the enthusiastic behavior witnessed during this intermediate
period.
Samuel Buell, who witnessed the revival movement of the 1760s, was around to witness
one in East Hampton in 1786. The revival began with the conversion of one woman who was
much afflicted in body. The revival had many of the hallmarks of the previous one, such as an
unusual number of converts, many of whom were young people. There was also a greater
concern for spiritual matters and more frequent meetings. However, Buell does not describe the
same intensity of enthusiasm except for outcries, tears, and joy expressed in the meetings.
In the year the Declaration of Independence was signed, Methodist itinerant Freeborn
Garretson described his experience at a church in Virginia where a woman who was under many
religious affections cried out for mercy and subsequently “clapped her hands in an ecstasy of joy,
praised the Lord, and then quietly sat down.”190 At first, the packed house was fearful of the
sight, for they were not used to it. Despite this, the whole church melted in tears as Garretson
remarked the “the divine presence appeared to run through the house.”191 He described the
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impact he had when preaching a sermon to he packed audience, and like the many meetings
recorded during the First Great Awakening, there were frequent outcries, and people were so
affected that they scarcely wanted to leave the building.
Itinerant minister Francis Asbury also provided a similar account in 1776. Asbury was
startled when he witnessed, “loud outcries, tremblings, fallings, convulsions” during what he
thought was a true move of God.192 He took comfort that the work was still genuine after reading
Edwards on the subject. Asbury seemed more concerned about protracted prayer meetings in
which multiple people prayed simultaneously, in addition to many exhorters speaking at the
same time. Asbury remarked that the sight “must seem to one at a little distance, more like a
drunken rabble than the worshippers of God.”193Asbury comforted himself in that he could
confirm the credulity of the revival by examining the righteous behavior of those who claimed
conversion. Interestingly, Asbury noted a connection between this type of behavior and the
number converted. Asbury opined, “but as this abated, the work of conviction and conversion
usually abated too. Yet, blessed be God, it still goes on, though not with such rapidity.”194
In that same year Asbury recorded a letter written to him from another minister who
described a revival of religion in Virginia. According to the account there was a numerical
increase in conversion as well as a rapidity of those converted, meaning that they went from
terror to assurance in a short period of time. In this revival many of the enthusiastic hallmarks
were present. The author wrote, “men and women to fall down as dead under an exhortation; but
many more under prayer: perhaps twenty at a time. And some that have not fallen to the earth,
have shown the same distress, wringing their hands, smiting their breasts, and begging all to pray
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for them.”195 Once again, this eyewitness pointed towards the greater attention given to religion
as means of verifying the revival’s credibility.
Indeed, the second type of enthusiastic behavior can also be found in this period. Again,
Garrettson provided a telling account. In 1781 in Virginia, he met a self-proclaimed prophet who
Garrettson claimed was “bereft of reason.”196 On one occasion, this self-proclaimed prophet
suggested he would go into a trance-like state, which he did, so much so people thought him
dead. The man later revived and eventually was shown the error of his ways.
Susan Juster's work, Doomsayers also provides an example of a prophet named Noah
White who claimed to have many dreams and visions in the late 1700s. Juster posits that there
may have been hundreds of prophets like White and that the means of determining between true
and false prophets was a continued debate that began during the First Great Awakening. 197
Although the New Light Stir may have kept revival fires going in diverse locations, the
movement does not seem to have been pervasive enough to have made an impact in religious
devotion. Christianity during the Revolutionary period seemed to be suffering in America. The
influence of Enlightenment ideas had attacked evangelicalism, and many believed that the
evangelical movement would continue to diminish. Mark Noll suggests that “as a result of these
varied influences, allegiance to the churches wavered during this period. Well under 10 percent
of the population belonged formally to local congregations. Many areas on the frontier were
entirely devoid of Christian influence.”198 Moreover, it must be assumed that there was a general
feeling of a decline of evangelicalism in America or revivalists of the Second Great Awakening
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would not have seen it as a “revival” of religion as the term generally denotes the bringing back
to life of something that was dead. If anything, the New Light Stir acts as an important
theological bridge between the two Great Awakenings. It confirms that the religious practice of
enthusiasm cultivated during the First Great Awakening remained until the Second Great
Awakening only to flourish.
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Chapter III
The Second Great Awakening: The Fires of Revivalism Spread
“Sacred Fire Mixed with Holy Flame-” In the Journal of Francis Asbury

On the western frontier, at the turn of the eighteenth century, another revival occurred
that had a profound impact on the nascent American nation. Parishioners were gathered in a
forest clearing where the sounds of singing, shouting, and preaching could be heard along with
the sights of dancing, rolling, and fainting. The throngs were scattered over a wide area dotted
with encampments, pulpits, and wagons. Peter Cartwright remembered that “it was not unusual
for one, two, three, and four to seven preachers to be addressing the listening thousands at the
same time from the different stands erected for the purpose.”199
Depending on the observer, the scene was either one of pandemonium or a powerful
move of God. Barton Stone, a Presbyterian minister and eyewitness of the events, testified to the
prevalence of the enthusiastic behavior amongst revival participants. He stated, “many, very
many fell down, as men slain in battle, and continued for hours together in an apparently
breathless and motionless state. . .after lying thus for hours, they obtained deliverance…they
would rise shouting deliverance, and then would address the surrounding multitude in language
truly eloquent and impressive.”200 Stone assured the reader that the work was not of Satanic
origins because there was “humble confession” intermingled with solemn prayer and the
“forsaking of sin.”201 In addition to the behavior exhibited by the faithful, Stone and other
eyewitnesses said that even the unconverted who came to either mock or just observe the revival
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was struck by an unseen power that often caused them to flee the proceedings or join the
parishioners in their revelry.
This raucous revival was the Cane Ridge Revival, and historians have recognized it as the
catalyst of the Second Great Awakening. Contemporaries also understood the profound impact
this revival had on the nation. Peter Cartwright, an itinerant Methodist minister, opined, “from
this camp meeting, for so it ought to be called, the news spread through all the Churches, and
through all the land, and it excited great wonder and surprise; but it kindled a religious flame that
spread all over Kentucky, and through many other States.”202
Cane Ridge and the surrounding revivals it spawned were significant to the Second Great
Awakening for several reasons. First, it was numerically impactful.203 Presbyterian minister
turned Shaker, Richard McNemar, said the revival was attended by an estimated 20,000
people.204 David Purviance also verified the high attendance rates and reported that hundreds of
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souls were converted. These numerous conversions caused many to believe that the revival was
an act of God.205
The Cane Ridge Revival was also significant because it was an interdenominational
revival. Although Presbyterians initiated it, Methodist and Baptist ministers not only attended but
preached. Despite this unity, as the revival waned, a schism developed. The denominations went
their separate ways, and critics began to decry what they deemed the eccentricities of revival
participants. Moreover, there was a division among several of the Presbyterian leaders, including
Barton Stone, who broke away from the Presbyterian Synod to help form a new denomination
called the “Christians” (later the Disciples of Christ).
While there were many similarities between the First and Second Great Awakenings,
such as an emphasis on conversion and experiential religion, there were notable differences.
Mark Noll writes, “where Congregationalists, Anglicans, and Presbyterians had spearheaded the
first Awakening, Methodists, Baptists, and Disciples (Barton Stone and Alexander Campbell)
rapidly came to dominate the second. The second Awakening also left a more permanent legacy
than did the first. The great profusion of voluntary societies that sprang up in America in the first
third of the nineteenth century can be traced directly to the energies of the Second Great
Awakening.”206 207 The difference between the Awakenings where enthusiasm is concerned was
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one of degree. Much of the enthusiastic behavior exhibited in the Second Great Awakening was
manifested in the first, although to a limited degree. Furthermore, both types of enthusiasm
become more pervasive in the second Awakening. Moreover, where figures like Whitefield and
Davenport stood out for their charismatic preaching style, this style became more normative in
the Second Great Awakening as there was a greater emphasis on ministers who received their
calling and sermons from God rather than a seminary. Nathan Hatch’s statement succinctly
captures this new trend. He writes, “a style of religious leadership that the public deemed
‘untutored’ and ‘irregular’ as late as the First Great Awakening became overwhelmingly

clogs on Christianity in the world. It is a dark mountain between heaven and earth and is amongst the most
discouraging hindrances to sinners from seeking the kingdom of God.” Furthermore, he believed the Calvinist God
to be “a character no rational creature can love or honor” for “what man” he opined, “professing great love for his
children would give them impossible commands and then severely punish them for not doing them.”
Stone was not alone in this view of Calvinism. Methodist minister Billy Hibbard had grown up a Calvinist,
and the despair he felt of possibly being a reprobate led him to have suicidal thoughts. Hibbard thought if he was
predestined for salvation, he would be saved regardless of the suicide, and if he was not predestined, he thought,
why prolong the inevitable. Fortunately, his attempted suicide was interrupted by his brother (which Hibbard
believed was due to God’s providence). Eventually Hibbard was converted and adopted Wesleyan Arminianism.
Likewise, Lorenzo Dow described his attempted suicide due to the despair over the state of his election.
During this era some Baptists groups also adopted Arminian notions. Although most Baptists had been
Calvinists, some who accepted Arminianism started the Freewill Baptist church. Finney, a Presbyterian, would also
adopt a more Arminian bent to his theology. He believed it took both God to call and the willingness of man to cry
out for repentance.
When reading the literature of the First Great Awakening many jabs were taken at Catholics and
Arminians. In the Second Great Awakening the reverse was often true. Many of the Methodist ministers took
pleasure in refuting Calvinists. These ministers typically never got dragged into long theological debates about
Calvinism, rather they made light of the doctrine to their audiences. One favorite tactic used by several ministers
was asking if the Calvinist objector believed that God ordained everything. If he did, the Methodist minister usually
replied that it was God who ordained the Methodists to come into existence and preach the gospel that the objector
believed to be fake. In addition, like Stone, Methodists also employed the tactic of painting the Calvinist God as a
hypocritical God, who commanded people repent and be holy, even though he would not allow them to do so.
Furthermore, like Jacob Arminius before them, many Arminians were appalled by the idea that God would be the
author of sin which they believed to be the case if he predestined all things.
One could make an argument that Arminianism was a theological doctrine better suited for enthusiasm than
Calvinism. For example, Edwards believed revivals were something that only came from God, and therefore, man
could not do anything to bring it about. In contrast, Finney believed revivals could be brought about by the actions
of men with of course the help of God. Since Arminianism allows for freewill, and requires man’s actions for
holiness, it would follow that some believed through their efforts, they could have supernatural encounters with
God. For example, Wesley accepted the notion that the age of miracles had ceased not because God put a stop to
them but because people did not live as holy as they once lived. While Arminianism is not a requirement for
enthusiasm, it does seem that the doctrine provides more nourishment for this behavior. The Second Great
Awakening seems to support this idea, because as Arminianism spread so did enthusiastic tendencies. This of course
is not a hard and fast rule but a general observation.
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successful, even normative, in the first decades of the republic. . .Democratic or populist leaders
associated virtue with ordinary people and exalted the vernacular in word, print, and song.”208
Much of the continued influence of enthusiasm and the acceptance of an “untutored”
ministry is due to the exponential growth of Methodism in America after the Revolution. The
Methodists brought with them a “religion of the heart” that often resulted in expressive worship
services. Indeed, the Methodists in America were so well known for their enthusiastic behavior
that the term “Methodist fits” was appropriated by some to describe their enthusiastic behavior.
This penchant for enthusiasm predated their significant rise in post-Revolutionary
America. Indeed, during the First Great Awakening Whitefield wrote a pamphlet in response to
an anonymous critic who upbraided the early Methodists as enthusiasts, comparing them to
Papists and calling them “extravagant freaks.”209 Moreover, John Wesley, the founder of
Methodism, witnessed enthusiastic behavior in his early meetings. He eventually came to accept
that the Methodists might be condemned for their passionate religious behavior and told his
followers, “if you aim at the religion of the heart, if you talk of righteousness and peace and joy
in the Holy Ghost, then it will not be long before your sentence is passed: ‘Thou art beside
thyself.’”210 Wesley contended that the true enthusiasts were those who believed themselves to
be converted when they were not.
Even though Wesley believed in a deeply felt religious experience that was, as the Bible
described, “joy unspeakable and full of glory,” he was still skeptical when people claimed that
every impulse, they had was from the Holy Spirit. He summed up his belief as follows, “visions
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or dreams, by strong impressions or sudden impulses on the mind I do not deny that God has of
old times manifested his will in this manner, or that he can do so now. Nay, I believe he does, in
some very rare instances. But how frequently do men mistake herein! How are they misled by
pride and a warm imagination to ascribe such impulses or impressions, dreams or visions, to
God, as are utterly unworthy of him! Now this is all pure enthusiasm, all as wide of religion as it
is of truth and soberness.”211 In short, Wesley tried to balance his “religion of the heart” and
enthusiasm.212
The Methodists in America were also responsible for spreading the “irregular ministry,”
This was due to their system of itinerant ministers. These circuit-riding preachers were men of
very little education who traveled the frontier roads to preach the gospel to those Americans
scattered across the continent.213 One of the tactics utilized by Methodist ministers to preach the
gospel and encourage the faithful was the camp meeting.
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Although the camp meeting did not originate with the Methodists, it became associated
with their denomination.214 Camp meetings were known for the wild behavior and disorderly
conduct exhibited by attendees, who sometimes slept during sermons or mingled with those of
the opposite sex. Despite the seeming disorder there was some organization to a camp meeting.
Generally, the area for a camp meeting was prepared in advance. A site was selected, and the
location was cleared of shrubs and other opposing flora. Wooden stages were erected for the
preachers, and the space below was designated for people to pray. This area was called the altar.
In a book entitled Camp Meeting Manual, the author suggested this area “should generally be at
least twenty-five feet square, but its particular shape must depend, in part upon
circumstances.”215 Typically, some form of seating was prepared (normally split log benches),
and areas for the ministers’ wagons and tents were separated from the area where parishioners
would set up camp. In addition, fire stands were constructed to provide lighting for late-night
services, and trumpets were utilized to alert the people when a sermon or prayer service was
about to commence.
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Figure 3. This picture created by 19th century artist Alexander Rider, provides an excellent recreation of a frontier camp meeting. It
displays the enthusiastic crowds, the lively preaching, and the encampments in the background. The artist has also captured the
platforms utilized by ministers. Library of Congress

Camp meetings were grand affairs, sometimes accompanied by enterprising outsiders
who attempted to sell their wares to revival participants. Although outsiders were welcomed,
often, ministers had to form security teams to protect the parishioners from maleficent intruders,
called “rowdies,” intent on harming the faithful. In some cases, ministers and their entourage got
into physical altercations with these individuals.
Camp meetings were very often the location for the first type of enthusiastic behavior.
Indeed, sources abound with stories of falling, crying, weeping, and shouting. One observer of a
Methodist camp meeting reported that he saw, “some singing, some praying, some jumping,
some clapping, and wringing their hands; one falling here, another there, crying, ‘Glory to God, I
am happy.’”216 He further reported that the parishioners “chiefly prayed for the power, and when
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they fell, they imagined it was the power of the Lord.”217 As this quote suggests, many believed
that the bodily manifestations were evidence of a divine encounter. Revival participants spoke of
“getting happy,” which was an expression to denote that the Holy Spirit had filled them, and it
was believed, caused them to leap, shout, or dance.218
It was not only outsiders who observed this type of behavior. Methodist ministers attest
to the enthusiastic behavior of camp meeting attendees. Peter Cartwright reported that at one
camp meeting, “in about thirty minutes the power of God fell on the congregation in such a
manner as is seldom seen; the people fell in every direction, right and left, front and rear. It was
supposed that no less than three hundred fell like dead men in mighty battle; and there was no
need of calling mourners, for they were strewed all over the campground; loud wailings went up
to Heaven from sinners for mercy, and a general shout from Christians, so that the noise was
heard afar off.”219 Several accounts recorded that on these occasions the parishioners who were
left standing would help lay out the fallen in some orderly fashion.
It was not only the Methodists who exhibited this sort of behavior. Presbyterian David
Purviance stated that at Cane Ridge, “it was no uncommon occurrence, for persons while
listening to preaching, exhortation, prayer or singing, to fall from their seat or feet to the ground,
and some appeared in an almost lifeless condition; while others would cry to God in the most
fervent manner for mercy.”220Another Presbyterian, Robert Davidson, recorded that at Cane
Ridge one could witness “sobs, shrieks, or shouts, bursting from persons under intense agitation
of mind.”221 He further stated that people experienced “sudden spasms which seized upon scores,
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and unexpectantly dashed them to the ground.”222These expressions were believed to be, by
some revivalists, the result of the terrors of sin or the joy brought by the assurance of salvation
(this was similar to what people experienced in the First Great Awakening). However, it should
be noted that many among the Methodists felt this excitement post-conversion, either in the
process of sanctification, or just because their hearts were filled with the joy of knowing
Christ.223
While the term enthusiasm was still widely used to describe the behavior being
manifested in the Second Great Awakening, the term “exercises” came into the parlance of the
day as a way of describing a particular type of enthusiastic behavior. Some of these exercises had
been plentiful in the First Great Awakening, such as the falling exercise; however, there were
other exercises not manifested in the early colonial revivals or at least not as plentiful.
The first of these exercises was the “running exercise,” which Davidson described. He
wrote, “the person affected took a sudden start, and was impelled to turn with amazing swiftness,
as if engaged in a race, leaping over every obstacle in his way with preternatural agility.”224
Sometimes the running continued until the person became weary. This often meant the running
exercise turned into the falling exercise as the tired parishioner fell to the ground from utter
exhaustion. Stone postulated that in some participants the running exercise stemmed from an
inward fear of receiving the bodily agitations which caused the worried parishioner to run
attempting to escape.

222

Ibid.
The next chapter will discuss in more detail the Methodist view of sanctification. Suffice it to say this
was believed to be a “Second Blessing” or “Second Work of Grace” after conversion.
224
Davidson, History of the Presbyterian Church in the State of Kentucky: With a Preliminary Sketch of the
Churches in the Valley of Virginia, 150.
223

91

There was also the dancing exercise. James McGready, a Presbyterian minister at the
Cane Ridge Revival, claimed that it was a “strange leaping and skipping about, when in apparent
ecstasies of joy.”225 He stated that it was called “by some, dancing David’s dance.”226 McGready
further concluded, “this dance, if dance it may be called, is entirely involuntary, and produced
altogether by extraordinary and overpowering impressions on the mind. The person, filled, as it
were, brim-full of spiritual joy and comfort in ecstasies of delight and wonder, skips and leaps
about, scarce knowing what he is doing.”227 McGready not only described this behavior but
defended it when he argued that dancing was an Old Testament form of worship. He implored
his readers who were offended by this behavior to consider that there were no explicit commands
against worshipful dancing in the Bible.228
Davidson also described the dancing exercise. He reported that while the dance could be
a frenzied behavior, sometimes it was planned, although not always highly organized. He
recorded the story of one Mr. Thompson, who at the close of a camp meeting service called for
the crowd to begin dancing, which they did for about an hour while they proclaimed, “this is the
Holy Ghost! Glory!”229 Davidson further wrote, “the dancing was performed by a gentle and not
ungraceful motion, to a lively tune, but with little variety in steps. Sometimes it was so ludicrous
as to excite a smile.”230
One of the stranger exercises that occurred was referred to as the “jerks.” Stone described
them in detail. He wrote, “the jerks cannot be so easily described. Sometimes the subject of the
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jerks would be affected in some one member of the body, and sometimes in the whole system.
When the head alone was affected, it would be jerked backward and forward, or from side to
side, so quickly that the features of the face could not be distinguished. When the whole system
was affected, I have seen the person stand in one place and jerk backward and forward in quick
succession, their head nearly touching the floor behind and before.”231
Davidson adds to the description, when he explained that at times a person taken with the
jerks could be jerked over obstacles like fallen tree trunks or pews. He claimed that it was futile
to restrain someone who was seized with the jerks. Likewise, itinerant Methodist minister,
Lorenzo Dow, who was once skeptical of the jerks, later claimed they were “involuntary
motions.”232Dow not only witnessed the jerks at camp meetings but also reported seeing people
who, though far removed from church services, continued to jerk. In one instance, he was at
dinner with a family whose daughter jerked the entire evening.233
Davidson also provided an anecdote of the jerks seizing a person who did not attend the
meetings. It was a young man who pretended to be sick and stayed home from the meeting intent
on avoiding the bodily agitations. However, the young man soon realized his attempts were
futile, for as he laid in bed, he was seized by the jerks.234

231

Barton Stone, et al, The biography of Eld. Barton Stone, 40.
Lorenzo Dow and Peggy Dow, History of a cosmopolite; or, The four volumes of Lorenzo Dow's journal
concentrated in one, containing his experience, and travels, from childhood to near his fiftieth year, (United
States: Joshua Martin, 1848),183.
233
This odd manifestation also occurred during the Brownsville Revival in the 1990s and was captured on
film in an interview by 20/20. The person under this influence was a schoolteacher named Valerie Brun. She can be
seen jerking incessantly during a church service and during the interview. When asked how long this manifestation
lasted, she said it depended solely on when she was in the presence of God and that it could last for hours. Brun
believed it was a result of her being healed of a neck issue. Like the revival attendees at Cane Ridge, she embraced
the manifestation believing it was from the Holy Spirit.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aSIgSXvpMtM&list=RDLVaSIgSXvpMtM&start_radio=1&rv=aSIgSXvpMtM
&t=0
234
Lorenzo Dow, History of a cosmopolite; or, The four volumes of Lorenzo Dow's journal concentrated in
one, containing his experience, and travels, from childhood to near his fiftieth year, 148.
232

93

Ministers like Cartwright believed that the jerks could take hold of one person or seize an
entire crowd. For example, Cartwright reported, “I have seen more than five hundred persons
jerking at one time in my large congregations.” 235
While this behavior seems unusual and painful, Barton Stone claimed that he spoke with
people who were affected by the jerks and was told that it was “the happiest season of their
life.”236 Another unusual aspect of this behavior was that it impacted sinner and saint alike.
While most of the previously mentioned exercises (in both Awakenings) were only exhibited by
revival attendees, accounts abound of naysayers, skeptics, and blasphemers who were seized by
the jerks seemingly beyond their control. Stone reported, “I have seen some wicked persons thus
affected, and all the time cursing the jerks, while they were thrown to the earth with violence.”237
Peter Cartwright wrote, “no matter whether they were saints or sinners, they would be taken
under a warm song or sermon, and seized with a convulsive jerking all over, which they could
not by any possibility avoid, and the more they resisted, the more they jerked.”238
Davidson recorded the story of a group of men who had come to the revival with the
intent of using whips on the audience but were seized by the jerks before they could hatch their
scheme. This story is typical. Most anecdotes of detractors catching the jerks normally end with
the person receiving salvation or at least getting their just desserts for their mockery. However,
in one account, the jerks brought about the death of a naysayer, giving the impression that on this
occasion the jerks were a sign of judgment. The account is detailed as follows:
This large man cursed the jerks, and all religion. Shortly afterward he took the jerks, and he
started to run, but he jerked so powerfully he could not get away. He halted among some
saplings, and, although he was violently agitated, he took out his bottle of whiskey, and swore he
would drink the damned jerks to death; but he jerked at such a rate he could not get the bottle to
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his mouth, though he tried hard. At length he fetched a sudden jerk, and the bottle struck a
sapling and was broken to pieces and spilled his whiskey on the ground. There was a great crowd
gathered round him, and when he lost his whiskey, he became very much enraged, and cursed
and swore very profanely, his jerks still increasing. At length he fetched a very violent jerk,
snapped his neck, fell, and soon expired, with his mouth full of cursing and bitterness.239
Those who attempted to stop the jerks, sinner or saint, usually only exacerbated the
situation. Only when a person accepted the jerks would the convulsions either abate or be seen as
beneficial. Sometimes the jerks would cease when a person began the dancing exercise or if they
started to pray. All accounts about the jerks claimed that believers who were seized with the
jerks were never harmed even though their bodies appeared to be in anguish. This seemingly
miraculous protection afforded to those convulsing was, for some, a sign that this behavior had a
divine origin.
Anybody could be taken with the jerks. Dow stated, “I have seen Presbyterians,
Methodists, Quakers, Baptists, Church of England, and Independents, exercised with the jerks;
gentleman and lady, black and white, the aged and the youth, rich and poor, without
exception.”240 The jerks were such a prominent feature of revivals that Dow noticed at one camp
meeting that saplings were left near the stands for those who were seized with the jerks to grab
hold of them.
As for why people received the jerks, most agreed that it was some form of judgment
from God. Cartwright stated, “I always looked upon the jerks as a judgment sent from God, first,
to bring sinners to repentance; and, secondly, to show professors that God could work with or
without means, and that He could work over and above means, and do whatsoever seemeth Him

239

Ibid, 21.
Lorenzo Dow, History of a cosmopolite; or, The four volumes of Lorenzo Dow's journal concentrated in
one, containing his experience, and travels, from childhood to near his fiftieth year, 183.
240

95

good, to the glory of His grace and the salvation of the world.”241 Dow believed “that God hath
seen proper to take this method to convince people that he will work in a way to show his power,
and sent the jerks as a sign of the times, partly in judgment for the people’s unbelief, and yet as a
mercy to convict people of divine realities.”242 Moreover, some suggested that people who had a
more fervent faith and holier lifestyle were generally not affected by the jerks.
Another one of the more bizarre exercises exhibited during the Second Great Awakening
was the barking exercise. Stone surmised that there was not much difference between the barking
exercise and the jerks. He claimed that a person “affected with the jerks, especially in his head,
would often make a grunt, or bark, if you please, from the suddenness of the jerk.”243 McNemar
agreed with Stone that there was a connection between the jerks and the barking exercise, but he
went a step further in describing the behavior. McNemar claimed that those under the barking
exercise got on all fours and barked, snapped, and growled so convincingly that the sounds could
deceive any onlooker.244 This behavior, McNemar believed, had to be involuntary because
people of the upper ranks were performing this exercise. He was also convinced this exercise
was a judgment from God and that it was a way for God to chastise individuals for disobedience
or lack of spiritual fervor. Davidson confirmed this idea and added that this degrading behavior
eventually became a badge of honor for those smitten with it.
There were three other notable exercises. The rolling exercise consisted of parishioners
either performing uncontrolled somersaults or falling on the ground rolling like a log. In addition
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to this exercise was the laughing exercise. Stone described this exercise as frequent and solely
performed by religious adherents. He wrote, “it was a loud hearty laughter, but one sui gnereis; it
excited laughter in none else. The subject appeared rapturously solemn, and his laughter excited
solemnity in saints and sinners.”245
Finally, there was the singing exercise. Although singing was a normative part of
Christian worship during the First Great Awakening, singing among the revivalists caused a stir
because of its lively nature and its lyrics which were not contained in scripture. This contention
over music continued in the Second Great Awakening as music became an integral part of the
revival meetings. Davidson recorded a debate amongst Presbyterians after one in their rank, a
minister named Adam Rankin, opposed those who utilized Isaac Watts’s Hymns. Moreover,
Charles Finney spoke of the contention that surrounded the use of instruments and choirs in
worship. Some conservatives believed that by using choirs, ministers took away the communal
aspect of worship. Finney also recorded that some parishioners were appalled by the introduction
of certain instruments like the bass fiddle. Likewise, Peter Cartwright lamented the use of
instruments in worship by Methodists in his later years. Cartwright had been used to the acapella
worship found in the frontier camp meetings, and he thought this was preferable.
Interestingly, the new music utilized during the Second Great Awakening seemed to be
connected to enthusiastic behavior. Either the music induced it, or enthusiastic behavior
produced the music. For example, Stone described the singing exercise as a sight that was “more
unaccountable than anything else I ever saw. The subject in a very happy state of mind would
sing most melodiously, not from the mouth or nose, but entirely in the breast, the sounds issuing
thence.”246Stone further opined that the listener could never tire of hearing it, and that the sound
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was something “surpassing anything we had known in nature.”247 This type of singing was also
called “singing ecstasy.”248 Davidson suggested that the falling exercise was, on occasion,
brought on by lively singing.249
Although lively singing was found amongst all denominations, it seems that lively
singing was mostly associated with the Methodists. Methodists ministers often list singing along
with exhortations, preaching, praying, clapping, and dancing as part of their services. Some
historians credit the Methodists’ penchant for singing to the Methodists’ hymnal, which was in
widespread use during this time.
As for the songs sung in the Second Great Awakening, besides songs of European origin,
a syncretism began to develop between African American music and European music. This,
Whaley claims, was due to the nature of frontier camp meetings which were often attended by
African Americans, who were typically allowed to take part in the services. Moreover, Whaley
suggests that the “music and worship styles of the camp meeting were primarily based on folk
melodies of the Appalachian Mountain regions of the United States.”250 He adds, “the refrains of
these songs were of significance to their success. Sometimes refrains were simply added to an
existing, well-known hymn. At other times, new songs were written for use in this style.”251
As in the First Great Awakening, the Second Great Awakening was also marked by the
second type of enthusiasm that once again pushed the limits of the cessationist doctrine,
particularly since there was a more widespread acceptance of impulses, impressions, dreams and
other forms of divine communication. For example, Charles Finney, like Whitefield before him,
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was a cessationist, and he believed Christians could have inward feelings from God that directed
their lives.
In his Lectures on Revival, Finney discussed the importance of what he called the “Spirit
of Prayer.” This prayer was divinely aided, even though the petitioner had to expend the spiritual
energy to participate in this sort of prayer. Based on his understanding of Mark 11:24 and
Matthew 21:22, Finney taught that a petitioner could receive whatever they asked God if they
asked in faith. Finney of course realized that some prayers went unanswered and surmised that
this was because some prayers were not in the will of God. Therefore, the key to answered
prayer, Finney believed, was to know God’s will, pray for it, and then expect to receive it.
According to Finney, there were several ways of knowing God’s will. First, the scriptures
could provide illumination. For example, a parent may pray for their child to be saved, which,
according to Finney, was in God’s will because it was written in scripture. However, Finney
understood that sometimes what the petitioner was requested might not specifically be mentioned
in the Bible. In this case, the petitioner must rely on a subjective feeling to know whether it was
God’s will. After this inward direction, the petitioner must depend on God’s supernatural aid to
help them pray. Finney lays out these instructions in Lecture 4. He wrote,
When God’s people are at a loss what to pray for, agreeable to His will, His Spirit often instructs
them. Where there is no particular revelation, and Providence leaves it dark, and we know not
what to pray for as we ought, we are expressly told that ‘the Spirit also helpeth our infirmities,’
and ‘the Spirit itself maketh intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered’ (Romans
8:26). A great deal has been said on the subject of praying in faith for things not revealed. It is
objected that this doctrine implies a new revelation. I answer that, new or old, it is the very
revelation that Jehovah says He makes. It is just as plain here as if it were now revealed by a
voice from Heaven, that the Spirit of God helps the people of God to pray
according to the will of God, when they themselves know not what they ought to pray for. ‘And
He that searcheth the hearts knoweth what is the mind of the Spirit, because He maketh
intercession for the saints according to the will of God.’252
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The significance of this passage is that it shows Finney’s willingness to admit that his
teaching could be considered “new revelation.” He completely dismissed this criticism and
argued that since Romans 8:26 states that the Spirit will make intercession, a believer can expect
to receive some divine direction in their prayer life, even if that direction could be categorized as
new revelation.253
It was precisely this idea of listening to inward feelings that concerned David Rice about
the revivals. Rice was a moderate supporter of the revivals who had no qualms with the
emotionalism (if it led to a genuine change of heart), but he was concerned for what he saw as an
increased reliance on impulses and impressions. Rice remarked, “men think some strong
impulses or impressions on their minds…are a kind of revelation from Heaven. They are more
ready to think so, if these impressions are attended, as they may be in some instances, with sweet
serenity of mind; or as in some others, with religious joy. . .this is in effect making the exercises
of their mind, or their religious feelings, a new or an additional revelation from Heaven.”254Rice
further claimed that these people who had impulses and impressions were often led to doctrinal
positions not from scripture but from inward feelings. Moreover, he decried impressions which
led some to conclude (like Isaac Backus before them) that they were called to preach. Rice
maintained that some of these self-proclaimed ministers were not, in fact, called to preach
especially those, “whom nature has forbidden to preach.” This last comment alluded to the
female exhorters who were common in revival meetings on the frontier.
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Baptist minister John Leland had similar sentiments as Rice about ministers who were led
by impulses. He wrote, “as he (the man led by impulses) receives his knowledge immediately
from God, or a source beyond the reach of others, in his own view, all reasoning with him is in
vain. His singular revelations or advantages qualify him to be teacher, but not to be pupil; convey
the idea to him, that you have got before him, and he must learn of you, and his spirit will rise at
once.”255 Likewise, Peter Cartwright, who though given to extreme emotionalism, drew the line
on impulses and impressions. Cartwright rebuked those who followed impressions of the mind.
He wrote, “there are many that are truly awakened and soundly converted to God and are pious;
but instead of taking the word of God for their only infallible guide, and trying the spirits, and
their impressions, or feelings, by that as a standard, they take all their impressions and sudden
impulses of mind as inspirations from God, and act accordingly. If you oppose them, they say
and believe you are fighting against God, if you try to reason them out of their visionary flights,
and settle them down on the sure foundation, the word of God, they construe it all into the want
of religion, and cry out, ‘persecution.’”256
While Cartwright may have decried this behavior, some Methodist ministers were openly
led by impulses and impressions. For example, the wife of Freeborn Garrettson once reported
hearing her husband weeping because he was no longer an itinerant and “he believed that the
Lord may have been displeased with the fact that he settled down. In his anguish, he prayed that
God would not take his crown at which the Lord had assured him, that no man should take his
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crown; and that what he could do in his present situation should be accepted. At which he
rejoiced and was greatly comforted.”257
Likewise, Dow was given to impressions of the mind. Dow reported that his call to
preach resulted from divine communication. He wrote, “one day being alone in a solitary place,
whilst kneeling before God, these words were suddenly impressed on my mind; ‘Go ye into all
the world and preach the gospel to every creature.’ I instantly spoke out, ‘Lord! I am a child; I
cannot go; I cannot preach.’ These words followed in my mind, ‘arise and go, for I have sent
you.’ I said, ‘send by whom thou wilt send, only not by me, for I am an ignorant, illiterate youth;
not qualified for the important task: The reply was ‘what God hath cleansed, call not thou
common.’”258
Similarly, Methodist minister Billy Hibbard claimed to have spiritual impressions. For
example, impressions led him to be a Methodist. He struggled with the doctrine of election and
wondered if everyone believed it. During this time of angst, Hibbard stated, “an answer was
suggested to my mind, as plain as it could have been spoken to my outward ears; in these words:
No! there is a people in England that teach clearly from the Scriptures, that any poor sinner, that
has not committed the unpardonable sin, may be saved.”259 According to Hibbard, later signs
confirmed these people to be the Methodists.
Visions and trances were also still featured in the revivals of the Second Great
Awakening. One eyewitness of a Methodist camp meeting tells the story of a woman who fell on
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her back and after fifteen minutes in this state arose and claimed she had been to Heaven.260 This
type of behavior seemed to be so frequent that Davidson categorized visions as one of the
“exercises” in his account of the Kentucky revivals. He claimed that these visions often
accompanied the falling exercise and that upon reviving, the person would reveal what they had
seen. In some cases, the person would divulge prophetic revelations such as what would occur in
an upcoming service. On other occasions, the visionary would speak to departed souls. 261
Like some of the visions in the First Great Awakening, there were those who claimed to
see Jesus. Hibbard contended that after being led to secret prayer, he “saw Jesus Christ at the
right hand of God looking down on me and God the father looking upon him.”262 Jesus spoke to
Hibbard and commanded him to be faithful.
Supernatural dreams were also a feature of the Second Great Awakening. Indeed, this
behavior seemed more prevalent and more accepted. For example, Cartwright, who was not
prone to visions, trances, and impressions, once wrote about what he thought may have been a
prophetic dream. In the dream, he caught many fish and subsequently caught a snapping turtle.
He believed the turtle may have been an apostate Baptist preacher that he had ministered to, but
who had refused to give up his adulterous mate and thus was eternally lost. Similarly, Baptist
minister John Leland, who warned people of fanaticism, also mused about a dream he felt had a
supernatural origin. Leland dreamed of climbing a mountain with a staff, then a voice told him
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the staff had been in the possession of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses.263 He interpreted the
dream to mean that he would go through many ordeals and ultimately be saved due to the mercy
of Christ.
While ministers like Cartwright and Leland infrequently had dreams, some ministers,
particularly amongst the Methodists, were prone to supernatural dreams, which often guided
their lives. Hibbard was particularly given to night visions. Even as a young man, he had a dream
of a battle that he interpreted as a sign that God would fight for the Americans during the
Revolutionary war.264 On another occasion, he received his call to preach through a dream.
Hibbard dreamed he was in the woods accompanied by the group of people who attended his
weekly Bible study. They requested that he give them the sacrament. After this, he saw Jesus and
the heavenly throne room, which confirmed to him, he was to be a preacher. 265
Likewise, Lorenzo Dow wrote of seeing Jesus in a dream. Dow wrote, “at length, I saw
through a mist of darkness and across a gall, a glorious place, in which was a throne of ivory,
overlaid with gold, and God sitting upon it, and Jesus at his right hand, and angels and glorified
spirits celebrating praise. I thought the angel Gabriel came to the verge of Heaven with a trumpet
in his right hand and cried to me with a loud voice to know if I desired to get there. I told him I
did. Said he, return to earth, be faithful, and you shall come in the end.”266
Not all dreams had this same positive and glorious nature though. Freeborn Garrettson
related a dream about his call to preach wherein God gave him a terrifying vision to ensure that
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he would have a heart for souls. This dream made an immense impact on Garretson, so much so
that he describes it in great detail.
I began to dream, and thought some wicked people came to the place where I was and spoke evil
of the ways of God... Satan was striving against me, and I was struggling with all my might. I
wanted to call for help but could not. It appeared to me that in a great measure I got the victory:
in a short time, I seemed to be dying. I began to search for my witness of God’s favour, and I
sensibly felt that I might have been more faithful. I wished to live longer that I might be
instrumental in bringing souls to Jesus, Instead, however, of dying, I imagined that I fell into a
trance, and was taken into the other world, where I had a view of hell. At first I had an imperfect
view of it, and it was thought expedient for me to enter its mouth. O what an awful scene was
presented to my mind! What feelings I had for precious souls! all my pain was for them, as I
thought the fire had no power to hurt me; but I trembled to think of their agonies: on looking
forward I could see no end to that sea of fire, whose high surges, one after another, with the
interval of a few minutes, continually rolled along. I looked at them as they came and saw the
damned beat about by them in all the tortures of agony - toiling and striving to stem the waves,
which, like molten metal, drove them back, while the place resounded with their bitter groans. O,
it was indescribably awful! Sometimes the sea would sink into a black calm, and a dismal
noisome smoke would ascend. I stood and trembled while I saw the damned rising out of the
embers, and then other waves of the liquid fire would arise and beat them back. As I stood
looking, it was said, ‘Will you after this be faithful in warning sinners?’ I thought I would be
more faithful than ever, and that my whole life should be spent in warning them. I then requested
to be carried to Heaven; but the answer was, ‘You have seen enough; return and be faithful.’ 267
Garrettson was not the only one given to these terrifying night visions. Dow dreamed
something similar during his conversion. In this terrifying dream demons captured him. 268 Later,
when he felt called of God to preach, he had a dream of Adam and Eve and was given the
warning, “if you are not faithful you will be exposed to the damnation of hell.”269Relying on
supernatural dreams was so prevalent during this period that the aforementioned Presbyterian
minister, Adam Rankin, claimed a supernaturally endowed dream confirmed to him not to use
Watts’s hymns. 270
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Dreams, visions, trances, and impressions were accompanied with other supernatural
encounters. Healings were also recorded during this period. John Leland reported that as he laid
sick with a fever, “two angels or spirits appeared (at least to my imagination,) and stood
stationary near my bed, and seemed to watch over me three days and nights, and when the fever
abated, they disappeared.”271 The miracle was not only supernatural in that Leland was healed
and he had a vision of angelic beings, but he also claimed the beings were the departed souls of
two Virginian ministers. As a means of confirming this story, Leland stated that during a trip to
Virginia a nephew of the deceased ministers stood up during a service and told the audience,
“You all know that we had heard that brother Leland was dead; but some time past, I dreamed
that I was admitted into Heaven, where I saw my uncle John and brother Webber. I asked them
where brother Leland was? They replied that Leland had not joined them yet, but they were
waiting for his arrival. ‘This,’ continued young Waller, ‘convinced me that Leland was not dead,
and that we should see him again in Virginia.’”272 It was these two uncles that had brought
Leland his healing.
Lorenzo Dow also claimed to have experienced a miraculous healing, one which was also
accompanied by dreams and impressions of the mind. Dow recorded, “one evening, as the young
people were holding a prayer meeting in the adjoining room, a thought came into my mind,
‘Why is not God as able now to raise me to health as those in primitive days?’ Something
answered, ‘He is’ why is he not as willing? Something replied, ‘He is’ another thought arose,
‘Why don’t he do it?’ The answer was, ‘because you lack faith.’ It struck my mind, ‘is faith the
gift of God? or is it the creature’s act?’ The reply was, ‘The power to believe is the gift of God;
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but the act of faith is the creatures.’ I instantly strove to see if I could act faith; and I did believe,
if the young people which were in the room, would intercede with God faithfully during that
week, that God would, in answer to many prayers, restore me to health.”273 After the young
people prayed, Dow had a dream in which he was promised that he would return to his home
after his sickness. He began to mend, and within ten weeks, was restored to complete health and
returned home as promised.
While cessationism still dominated the religious views of Americans, the events at the
Cane Ridge Revival made McNemar proclaim that a return of the spiritual gifts had occurred.274
Garrettson, likewise, reported that there was a belief among some people that the Methodists
could perform miracles.275 In fact, Garrettson recorded a story in which he performed an
apparent miracle. It was during a period of drought, and there were fears of a food shortage.
Garretson was led to pray for rain, and “a few minutes after the congregation was dismissed, the
face of the sky was covered with blackness, and we had a plentiful shower.”276
Also, some ministers claimed to prophesy. Lorenzo Dow once prophesied to a crowd that
a revival was coming, but only those willing to pray three times a day would receive the fruit of
it.277 On another occasion when he became frustrated with the hard hearts of one city, he alleged
to have prayed that God would strike the place with a tragedy. After this prayer, Dow alleged

273

Lorenzo Dow, History of a cosmopolite; or, the four volumes of Lorenzo Dow's journal concentrated in
one, containing his experience, and travels, from childhood to near his fiftieth year, 55.
274
Richard McNemar, and Presbytery of Springfield, Observations on church government. The Kentucky
revival, or, A short history of the late extraordinary outpouring of the spirit of God in the western states of America
: agreeably to Scripture promises and prophecies concerning the latter day, with a brief account of the entrance and
progress of what the world call Shakerism among the subjects of the late revival in Ohio and Kentucky, 32.
275
The Life of the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson: Compiled from His Printed and Manuscript Journals, and
Other Authentic Documents, 77.
276
Ibid, 88.
277
Lorenzo Dow, History of a cosmopolite; or, The four volumes of Lorenzo Dow's journal concentrated in
one, containing his experience, and travels, from childhood to near his fiftieth year,45.

107

that a blasphemous young man in the town was thrown from his horse and died. 278 Similarly,
Billy Hibbard wrote that he was forewarned that something tragic would happen to him upon
reaching his thirty-sixth birthday. It turned out that the prophecy concerned the death of his son.
Interestingly, in addition to prophecies from ministers, McNemar recorded that many laymen
spoke prophetically during the Kentucky Revivals mostly through visions, dreams, and
impressions.
Exorcism was also a feature (although minor) of the revivals. Sometimes people were
delivered from evil spirits at conversion. One wayward individual who was critical of Cartwright
and his daughter for attending Cartwright’s services later converted. When this happened his
daughter “came leaping and skipping to me (Cartwright) and shouted out that those little mean
and sickly devils were cast out of her father.”279 There were also instances of more dramatic
demonic activity. McNemar reported that at Cane Ridge, “evil spirits whose work it is to cover
iniquity, and conceal it, were fired up to great fury; and those possessed with them would come
forth in a great rage, threatening and blaspheming against the author of the revival.”280
In addition to claims of people operating under the charismatic gifts mentioned in
scripture, some accounts report miraculous events that did not have a specific category, but
nonetheless, made such an impression on the witnesses to suppose that God had acted. For
example, several accounts of the Cane Ridge Revival mentioned Rachel Martin, who remained
in a trance-like state for nine days without eating or drinking. Likewise, Freeborn Garrettson
recounted the story of a minister who believed God wanted him to be endowed with the gift of
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miracles. To obtain this, he went on a forty-day fast at the behest of his doctors, who implored
him to eat because he would surely die. However, the man survived and eventually became a
Methodist minister. There was also an account of the unusual method Billy Hibbard (and a few
others) used to confirm his calling as a minister. After receiving what he felt was a divine call to
preach, he asked God to confirm it by directing his hand, upon opening the Bible, to a scripture
that would confirm his calling. Hibbard opened the Bible placed his finger on a random verse
intending to do whatever the verse told him. The verse he came across was in Ezekiel 3:17-18
that seemed to back up his preconceived impression that he was called to preach. To confirm this
sign he repeated the action, this time allowing his wife to randomly select a scripture. His wife’s
finger landed on Luke 9:60 and Hibbard believed this scripture did indeed confirm God’s divine
calling.281
Despite the flurry of claimed miraculous activity, there were also examples of revival
movements during this period that were not accompanied with much enthusiasm. During the turn
of the century, Yale had experienced several revivals under the tenure of Timothy Dwight.
Although these revivals were attended with deeply felt emotions and the practice of experiential
conversions, the eccentricities found among the frontier revivals were not present. James Petela
writes, “overall, [Chauncey] Goodrich described the revival of 1808 as one that ‘spread slowly
and without confusion or excitement, from room to room, and from heart to heart. Conviction of
sin was, in most cases, deep and pungent; the period of its continuance was generally two or
three weeks; the transition of feeling in giving the soul to Christ, was more commonly marked by
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silent peace of conscience than by rapturous emotions of joy.’”282Even though the Yale revival
was not attended with the peculiar behavior of the frontier revivals, there was still noticeable
passion among those who experienced conversions and even among the leaders. For example,
one observer noticed that Timothy Dwight, at times, strayed from his notes while preaching.283
While Whitefield was somewhat unique during his day for this method, it became a
standard method adopted by many ministers during the Second Great Awakening. This is
because many felt that an extemporaneous sermon would be one either more directed by God, or
at least it would allow the minister to spiritually discern the audience. In addition, it was felt that
extemporaneous preaching was easier for the audience to listen to because of its exciting nature.
Charles Finney not only adopted this preaching style but advised that ministers should be
trained in extemporaneous preaching, because he believed it was more effectual in converting
sinners than written sermons. Finney, writing of a hypothetical seminarian, stated, “and so when
he goes to college, and to the seminary, instead of being trained to extempore speaking, he is set
to write his piece, and commit it to memory. I would pursue the opposite course from the
beginning. I would give him a subject, and let him first think, and then speak his thoughts.
Perhaps he will make mistakes. Very well, that is to be expected in a beginner. But he will learn.
Suppose he is not eloquent, at first. Very well, he can improve. And he is in the very way to
improve. This kind of training alone will raise up a class of ministers who can convert the
world.”284 For Finney, the man reading his notes could never pick up on how the audience was
feeling and whether they understood the sermon, which he believed made the minister
ineffectual.
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Peter Cartwright agreed with this principle. On one occasion, Cartwright recalled giving
tips to a well-educated Presbyterian minister from the east, who came to the west preaching his
pre-planned sermons. Cartwright told him that “he must quit reading his old manuscript sermons,
and learn to speak extemporaneously; that the Western people were born and reared in hard
times, and were an outspoken and off-hand people; that if he did not adopt this manner of
preaching, the Methodists would set the whole Western world on fire before he would light his
match.”285 These sermons that Cartwright and Finney advocated were normally accompanied
with practical stories or anecdotes. Finney specifically defended anecdotal preaching, citing
Christ’s use of parables. Lorenzo Dow defended impromptu preaching, saying that it was
evidently superior because of the results. He stated, “where is it, that we discover the happiest
effects produced upon the minds of men? Where do we observe the most frequent conversions?
Where are the formal professors most commonly struck with religious fear? Where are the
libertines constrained to cry out, ‘men and brethren what shall we do? Where is it that we find
the wicked departing from the assembly to lament their transgressions in private? Are these
things more frequently effected by the learned orator, or do they not more commonly attend the
labor of the illiterate Methodists.”286The message was clear. Like Finney and Cartwright, Dow
believed the informal, lively preaching style was more effective than the formal prepared style of
the seminarian. Detractors like Rice, however, believed that the unprepared sermons were the
result of either laziness on the part of the minister or their desire for worldly entertainment. 287
As in the First Great Awakening, there became a marked distinction between the formal
and the lively. The formal was marked by sermons that were read, ministers who talked over the
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people’s heads, or speaking without any voice inflection. Barton Stone referred to the formal
preaching style as “iceberg style.”288 During the Cane Ridge Revival, a guest speaker spoke in
this way, which worried Stone because he thought it was “deadly” to the revival. It disturbed
Stone so much that he felt the urgency to pray, and despite his ill health, preached with zeal after
the formal minister ended his sermon.
Gestures were important to this lively style of preaching. Camp meeting ministers were
generally known to “stamp and clap their hands” while preaching.289 Voice inflection was also
an integral part of this preaching style. Finney taught his followers that this tactic would be vital
to raising the emotions of the audience, which would hopefully affect the hearer and lead to
conversion. For Finney, the skill of voice inflection and the use of proper gestures would come
quickly if only the minister spoke with feeling. Finney remarked, “men will gesture right, if they
feel right. The only thing in the way of ministers being natural speakers is, that they do not
deeply feel. How can they be natural in elocution, when they do not feel?”290
It was not only the ministers who spoke passionately and with a supposed authority from
God, but also the lay exhorters. The lay exhortation found in the First Great Awakening
continued to be a feature in the second with greater ubiquity. Indeed, the Methodists made lay
exhortation part of their organization. The exhorter could teach classes and help with Biblical
instruction as the faithful waited on their minister, who may not see his flock regularly due to the
demands of his circuit.
This formalized lay exhortation did not cause as much contention as the extemporaneous
lay exhorting found in revival services. The extemporaneous variety could be performed by
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people of all races, backgrounds, ages, and gender. Several accounts of the Cane Ridge Revival
described the awe-inspiring scene of young people who exhorted the crowd with much effect.
McNemar recorded an instance of a twelve-year-old boy who, “under a very extraordinary
impression mounted a log, at some distance, raising his voice, in a very affecting manner, he
attracted the main body of people. . .he cried aloud to the wicked, warning them of their
danger.”291 This young boy was eventually held up by two men as he preached almost an hour.
McNemar said his preaching was with “convincing eloquence that could be inspired only from
above.”292 With sweat and tears rolling down his face he dropped his handkerchief and compared
its fall to the downward spiral sinners take to hell. At this many in the crowd fell like “those who
are shot in battle.”293 As in the First Great Awakening enthusiasm had a leveling effect. For it
was reasoned if anyone could hear from God then anyone could exhort the people.
Often the difference between the formal and informal style was education. To be sure, no
one came out despising education, but there were comparisons being made between the
unlearned minister and the learned. The former needed no seminary, but rather relied on God and
zeal to be effective. Indeed, many spoke as if seminary training was a hindrance to a successful
ministry. Cartwright idealized the early Methodist minister as a man with little training but much
zeal and discipline. He wrote, “a Methodist preacher in those days, when he felt that God had
called him to preach, instead of hunting up a college or biblical institute, hunted up a hardy pony
of a horse, and some traveling apparatus, and with his library always at hand, namely, Bible,
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Hymn Book, and Discipline, he started, and, with a text that never wore out nor grew stale, he
cried, ‘Behold the Lamb of God, that taketh away the sin of the world!’”294
Despite the preference that revivalists gave these charismatic uneducated preachers,
many were still concerned about fanaticism. They worried about ministers who only hyped up
the audience, and who were not being aided by the power of the Spirit. Even Finney, who often
spoke of intentionally stirring feelings, had his limits. In a Finneyesque fashion, he provided an
anecdote of extreme behavior that he witnessed at a camp meeting in New York. He wrote,
After several sermons had been preached, and after much exhortation, prayer, and singing, I
observed several of the leading men to be whispering to each other for some time, as if in
profound deliberation; after which, one of them. . . came down from the stand, and pressed his
way along into the midst of a company of women who were sitting in front of the stand, and then
began to clap his hands, and halloo at the top of his voice: ‘Power! Power! Power!’ Soon
another, and another, set in, till there was a general shouting and clapping of hands, followed
presently by the shrieking of women, and resulting, after a little time, in the falling of several of
them from their seats. Then it was proclaimed that the power of God was revealed from Heaven.
After pushing this excitement to a most extraordinary extent, the minister who began it, and
those who united with him and had thus succeeded, as they supposed, in bringing down the
power of God upon the congregation, retired from the scene of confusion, manifestly much
gratified at the result.295
Similarly, David Purviance warned, “but in these last days, many who profess to be
called of God, to proclaim his word, do not follow the precept and example of Elijah, in waiting
and looking to God till the fire comes down from Heaven; but they put fire under, and it is
nothing more than blast…I am glad to see religious excitements, but I desire to see this reside by
the influence of Gospel truth.”296
John Leland was also concerned about fanaticism, but he was just as concerned about
formality. Leland worried that the formal minister was only concerned with ceremony and did
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not have a passion for the gospel and souls, while the fanatic could not be reasoned with because
he believed his views came straight from God. Leland hoped that he would stay a middle course
and remarked, “there are so many grades of formality and fanaticism, which work so subtlely, in
so many ways, by the sleight of hand, that it is beyond my ken to develop the subject. May a
gracious God deliver me from every fatal error and guide me in the right way.”297 Leland’s
statement is poignant, for it recognizes the many degrees of temperament within American
evangelicalism. As in the First Great Awakening, everyone had their limit on what was
acceptable behavior and what was not. Each minister it seems had his own level of tolerance for
enthusiasm.
While the Methodists tended to be more accepting of enthusiasm, some Methodists were
indeed restrained and did not accept many of the eccentricities. For example, Cartwright boasted
that during the Cane Ridge Revival, “the Methodist preachers generally preached against…
extravagant wildness.”298Detractors could also be found among the Baptists. Leland warned,
“when the minds of the people are strongly excited, in some things they go to excess. Not
making a just distinction between the truth of God and the corruptions of men, they call all gold
that glistens. That enemy of man, who seeks to check religious zeal, if he cannot succeed therein,
will drive them on to a zeal, not according to knowledge. As far as this phrenzy of zeal prevails,
so far the zealot will condemn the moderate Christian, while the last, in his turn, will brand the
other with enthusiasm. I have found in myself, and discerned in others, that holy zeal and vain
ambition, (though discordant in nature,) will rise and fall together.”299
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Likewise, four Presbyterian ministers wrote, Evils of the Work Now Prevailing (1804), in
which they condemned the practices of the revivals. At the heart of their concern was that bodily
manifestations were being equated with the Spirit’s movement.300The authors believed that the
Spirit worked on the “higher faculties,” particularly the mind of an induvial rather than just the
body.301 They were also concerned with people being led by their imaginations not using the
scripture as their only rule and duty. In addition, the authors concluded that the behavior of
revival attendees were not legitimate because it was nowhere found in scripture.
There were some people, however, who defended the extreme behavior. McGready
defended the revival based on the number of souls who were converted. As for the extreme
behavior, he argued that the falling exercise “may be accounted for upon principles of plain
reason. So intimate is the connexion between the soul and body, that it is nothing strange if a
man, filled with an uncommon sense of terror and divine wrath, or -with an uncommon share of
heavenly comfort, should fall to the ground and, his bodily strength be overcome.”302 He goes
on, like Edwards before him, to cite biblical examples of people falling down such as Daniel,
Habakkuk, and John.
Besides biblical examples of enthusiasm, McGready also opined that there is nothing
wrong with the behaviors exhibited during the revivals since there were no Biblical injunctions
against them. McGready writes, “this wheeling over. . . agitations of the body have nothing in
them, either physically or morally, evil. I would ask the prejudiced mind, if any command of
God is broken by these exercises? I presume none at all. If no command is broken by these
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exercises, and they have nothing in them physically or morally, evil, then, your objections are
trifling and groundless, and you have no reason to be offended by what is innocent and
harmless.”303
Just as the debates over enthusiasm were not new, neither was the introduction of new
ministerial tactics. As noted, during the First Great Awakening, Whitefield brought new tactics
to the ministry. This included preaching outdoors, marketing his events, taking an
interdenominational approach, and preaching dynamic extemporaneous sermons. During the
Second Great Awakening, Charles Finney authored widespread “new measures” that, like
Whitefield before him, raised the ire of conservatives. Finney’s measures targeted emotions,
which was the very thing that concerned some people about the revivals.
A good example of Finney’s penchant for emotionalism can be found in his teaching on
“Breaking Up Fallow Ground.” Finney taught that one could “call forth religious affection,” but
it had to be done indirectly.304The way it was accomplished was by commanding “one’s attention
to it, and look at it intently, till the proper feeling arises.” 305 He used the example of a man who
is away from home. He may not be feeling a sense of sadness for his family until he begins to
think about them, and then affections are aroused. Finney concluded that religious affections
could be brought about in the same manner.
As previously noted, Finney believed in a “Spirit of Prayer,” a form of prayer directed by
God. In his lecture on prevailing prayer, he taught that petitioners must have an intense,
passionate prayer for it to be effectual. Finney stated, “now, do not deceive yourselves with
thinking that you offer effectual prayer, unless you have this intense desire for the blessing. I do
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not believe in it. Prayer is not effectual unless it is offered up with an agony of desire.”306 He
followed this comment by recounting the many people he has witnessed pray in agony for hours
and subsequently received the petition they requested.
In addition to having an intense prayer, Finney believed the Spirit must lead the prayer.
Knowing that some will object to this form of “leading” Finney remarked,
But some say: ‘Will not this view of the leadings of the Spirit of God lead people into
fanaticism?’ I answer that I know not but many may deceive themselves in respect to this matter.
Multitudes have deceived themselves in regard to all the other points of religion. And if some
people should think they are led by the Spirit of God, when it is nothing but their own
imagination, is that any reason why those who know that they are led by the Spirit should not
follow the Spirit? Many people suppose themselves to be converted when they are not. Is that
any reason why we should not cleave to the Lord Jesus Christ? Suppose some people are
deceived in thinking they love God, is that any reason why the pious saint who knows he has the
love of God shed abroad in his heart should not give vent to his feelings in songs of praise?
Some may deceive themselves in thinking they are led by the Spirit of God. But there is no need
of being deceived. If people follow impulses, it is their own fault. I do not want you to follow
impulses. I want you to be sober minded, and follow the sober, rational leadings of the Spirit of
God.307
Finney tried to delineate between following impressions and the “rational leadings of the
Spirit.” However, the subjective nature of Finney’s “leading of the Spirit” made it hard to define
what was following an impression and what was the “rational leading of the Spirit,” so much so
Finney could only follow up this remark with, “there are those who understand what I mean, and
who know very well what it is to give themselves up to the Spirit of God in prayer.”308This last
comment demonstrates that Finney hoped the reader would be able to intuitively determine the
difference, which points to the subjectivity of Finney’s teaching.
Besides Finney’s teaching on emotional Spirit-led prayers, he also encouraged his
listeners to prepare prayer meetings in such a way as to tap into the emotional side of
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congregants. He encouraged a very subjective type of prayer meeting by stating that the leader of
the prayer meeting should “let things take their own course.”309 He warned that this should only
be done “whenever it is safe” to do so.310 By this, he meant that some people were not passionate
petitioners. Contrasting the cold and formal to the passionate believer, Finney stated, “it
sometimes happens that even those who are ordinarily the most spiritual, and most proper to be
called on, are not, at the time, in a suitable frame; they may be cold and worldly, and only freeze
the meeting.”311 Likewise, he stated, “if it is necessary to name the individuals who are to pray, it
is best to call first on those who are most spiritual; and, if you do not know who they are, then
choose those whom you would naturally supposed to be most alive.”312 The reason he gave for
this was, “if they pray at the outset, they will be likely to spread the spirit of prayer through the
meeting, and elevate the tone of the whole. Otherwise, if you call on those who are cold and
lifeless, they will be likely to diffuse a chill. The only hope of having an efficient prayer meeting
is when at least a part of the Church is spiritual and infuses its spirit into the rest.”313 Despite
these comments, Finney also feared allowing too much freedom because the reverse could
happen. Finney remarked, “prayer meeting might be liable to be interrupted by those who have
no business to pray; some fanatic or crazy person, some hypocrite or enemy, who would only
make a noise.”314
While Finney generally encouraged late-night agonizing prayers, in a prayer meeting he
insisted on short prayers from those who led the prayers meeting. Finney surmised that if the
leader’s prayer were long, this was because the petitioner wanted to hear themselves or they were
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really preaching or exhorting instead of praying. Finney also taught that prayer meetings should
keep a steady flow since “a long silence would make a bad impression, and chill the meeting.”315
He warned about long prayer meetings for “they should always be dismissed while Christians
have felt, and not be spun out until all feeling is exhausted, and the spirit of prayer is gone.”316
Finney also warned ministers to monitor who led the prayer meeting for, “a man who knows he
is not in a spiritual frame of mind has no business to conduct a prayer meeting — he will kill
it.”317The reasons, Finney replied, were as follows:
He will have no spiritual discernment, and will know neither what to do, nor when to do it. A
person who is spiritual can see the movements of Providence, and can feel the Spirit of God, and
understand what He is leading them to pray for, so as to time his subjects, and take advantage of
the state of feeling among Christians. He will not overthrow all the feeling in a meeting by
introducing things that are incongruous or ill-timed. He has spiritual discernment to understand
the leadings of the Spirit, and His workings on those who pray; and to follow on as the Spirit
leads. Suppose an individual leads who is not spiritual, that there are two or three prayers, and
the spirit of prayer arises, but the leader, having no spiritual discernment to see it, makes some
remarks on another point, or reads a piece out of some book that is as far from the feeling of the
meeting as the North Pole! What they are called to pray for may be just as evident to the praying
people present as if the Son of God Himself had come into the meeting and named the subject;
but the leader will overthrow it all, because he is so stupid that he does not know the indications
of the meeting.318
This passage is telling, as Finney once again spoke of a subjective leading of the Spirit
and used the term discernment, which is one of the gifts of the Spirit mentioned by Paul in the
book of Corinthians. Although Finney was a cessationist, the remarks come close to blurring the
lines of this doctrine.
Finney also had other measures that produced controversy, especially the anxious bench,
the plain-style preaching, and the allowance given for women exhorters and prayer leaders.
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Many ministers were adopting these “new measures” and believed in their effectiveness to
produce revivals. Some ministers, however, were not so accepting. For example, Lyman Beecher
warned that the “new measures’” effectiveness was not always rightly determined. He cautioned
that the seeming numerical success of the “new measure” evangelists did not mean their tactics
were right. Beecher wanted the revivalists to keep their zeal and passion and to awaken the
lukewarm, but he called for a balanced approach and remarked that, “the gospel may be preached
faithfully and attended with the power of God, without groaning in prayer, and crying ‘Amen’
and without female prayers and exhortations, and without … shaking together in one cauldron of
effervescence, all the passions of all the classes in human society.”319 He also upbraided the
“coarse, blunt, and vulgar expressions” of revival preachers.320 This is not to say Beecher was
against revivalism, since he also warned against cold formality in churches, but some of the
“new measures” developed by Finney were too extreme for Beecher’s liking.
Beecher was not alone. Asahel Nettleton was concerned about Finney’s “new measures.”
He wrote that some of the revivals were, in reality, revivals of “anger” as people were unhappy
with the “new measures.” He accused Finney of converting ministers to the “new measures”
instead of trying to convert souls. Nettleton also took issue with Finney and his emphasis on
feelings and remarked that “feelings which are not founded on correct theology cannot be right.
They must necessarily be spurious or merely animal.”321 He chided Finney for censoriousness
and compared Finney and his followers to the radical itinerants of the First Great Awakening
who looked down on the Old Lights who did not accept New Light teaching.
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Accusations of Finney’s censoriousness are likely justified. Finney’s response to
Nettleton was that people who opposed new measures did so due to a low temperament. By this
Finney meant that his accusers were spiritually weak or immature.322
As in the First Great Awakening, detractors began to look for reasons why the revival
participants acted the way they did. Robert Davidson provided a detailed analysis. He rejected
the theories that it was the work of the Holy Spirit or a demonic spirit. Davidson believed the
only solution to why people reacted the way they did was due to “the influence of the
imagination on the nervous system.”323As proof Davidson pointed out the long-understood fact
that the body and mind influence one another. He gave pertinent examples such as “fear blanches
the cheek; Shame infuses it with a blush. Joy sparkles in the eye; sorrow bedews them with tears.
Cheerfulness relaxes the muscles; Anger contracts them.”324 He then gave historical examples of
emotions impacting the body, such as how an ancient Greek died from joy when he heard his two
sons won the games.
Davidson essentially argued that the power of suggestion explained the behavior; he even
provided examples of what is today called the placebo effect. Moreover, Davidson believed
another psychological phenomenon was also at work, what he called “sympathetic influence.”
By this Davidson meant that people reacted the way they saw others react. A modern-day
example might be how an ordinarily quiet person will yell at a football game because they are
seated in an overly excitable crowd.
Davidson concluded that emotion, the power of suggestion, and sympathetic influence
combined with the preaching and singing meant to arouse the feelings, was the reason revival
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adherents acted erratically. Speaking like Chauncey, Davidson wrote that the preachers slammed
their Bibles and vividly preached hell, which aroused their hearers’ affections. However,
Davidson believed listeners could control themselves, even though many accounts by revivalists
alleged that the reactions were involuntary. To prove his argument, Davidson recorded the
account of a woman who was prone to convulsions and outcries but learned to restrain herself
after her minister had her carried out of a meeting. Another fascinating account regarded Dr.
Cleland, who experimented on a woman prone to the jerks. One day while traveling, Cleland
purposefully spoke with her of secular matters. During this time, the woman was not under the
influence of the jerks. Cleland, in a moment, changed the subject to religion, and within two
minutes, the woman began jerking.325 This demonstrated that the woman was induced to the
jerks by the external speaking of Cleland and not by an internal supernatural force, and that the
mind associated speaking of spiritual matters with the jerks.
Interestingly, Davidson’s idea of sympathetic influence seems to be backed by something
that Finney stated about prayer meetings. Finney wrote, “nothing is more calculated to beget a
spirit of prayer than to unite in social prayer with one who has the spirit himself; unless this one
should be so far ahead that his prayer will repel the rest. His prayer will awaken them.”326
Davidson’s thesis provides a good explanation to the behavior found in the First and
Second Great Awakenings. The combination of emotion and religious belief, coupled with the
energy of the services, brought about by dynamic preaching and lively music, is a combination
that was sure to bring about ecstatic behavior.
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Enthusiasm Gone Wild

Many Protestant Christians in both Awakenings were referred to as enthusiasts. The term
could denote those who practiced or accepted the first or second type of enthusiasm. As noted, in
both Awakenings, leaders each had their own level of tolerance for enthusiastic behavior. What
most agreed on, however, was that the standard for judging enthusiastic behavior was the Bible.
Although there was disagreement on the way to interpret and apply the scriptures, most leaders
and adherents saw the scriptures as having the final say. In short, the widespread enthusiasm of
both Awakenings was practiced within the confines of orthodox Christianity. Moreover, these
enthusiasts often worked well within traditional Protestant teaching and held some form of
cessationism.
Most Protestant ministers saw enthusiasm, particularly claims of divine communication,
as a slippery slope. Its subjective nature could lead people away from doctrinal truths. However,
most of the revival supporters mentioned so far were able to hold enthusiastic positions and
orthodox theology in tension. This would change in the Second Great Awakening as the fear of
many Old Lights, and New Lights, was realized in two religious movements that developed from
enthusiastic practices and beliefs. These two groups would break down the parameters set by
men like Edwards, Chauncey, Whitefield, Wesley, Finney, Asbury, and Cartwright, and served
as examples of what happens when enthusiasm is left to run wild.
The Shakers were the first of these groups to impact the Second Great Awakening. To be
sure, the founding of the Shaker movement was not in America, nor did it happen after the
events of Cane Ridge. Still, the Kentucky Revivals helped Shakerism expand to the American
frontier.
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The Shakers originated in England in 1747. Their founder, who had previously been with
the Quakers, was a woman by the name of Ann Lee. Lee and a few faithful followers brought
their sect to the New World in the 1780s and was soon known as the Shakers for their
enthusiastic practices that included singing, dancing, and shaking (their actual name is the United
Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Coming). Moreover, they claimed to operate in the gifts
of the Spirit, including speaking in tongues, miracles, and prophecy. Amid the many claims to
the miraculous, Lee’s most astonishing unorthodox claim was that she was the embodiment of
Christ in his Second Coming. This doctrine alone was enough to sever the Shakers from mainline
evangelicalism.
This acceptance of “Mother Ann,” as she was called, as the embodiment of Christ on
earth is well attested to in Shaker sources. In response to Shaker critics who marred Lee’s
reputation, her early followers composed apologies to defend her claims to divinity and holy
lifestyle.327 Many of the apologies have the same narrative flow, but in these testimonials, the
witnesses testified that this illiterate former factory worker from England was the embodiment of
Christ on earth. For example, John Harrington, wrote, “even so I can testify before all men, that
it was through faith in Mother Ann, whom God raised up and endowed with the spirit of Christ,
that I was healed of the infirmities of my spirit; even through Christ manifested in that
woman.”328 Likewise, Hannah Cogswell stated, “I know by the revelation of God in my own
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soul, that Mother was the Lord’s anointed, and that Christ really began his second appearance in
her, and dwelt in her.”329
The faithful believed that Mother Ann had divinely bestowed powers. Farrington claimed
that Mother Ann told him his secret sins that no one else could have known about (this was a
common claim about Mother Ann’s powers; some referred to it as discernment).330 Rachel
Spencer claimed that her soul would “tremble in her (Mother Ann’s) presence.”331 Moreover,
Cogswell testified that Mother Ann was filled with power and gifts from God.
During Mother Ann’s lifetime, the Shaker movement was still a small sect relegated to
New York and New England, but it experienced a rapid growth spurt during the Kentucky
Revivals as three missionaries were sent to Cane Ridge to make converts. The Shaker
missionaries believed that what was being experienced at the revival was a genuine move of God
since the enthusiastic behavior of the Cane Ridge meetings was like Shaker meetings. Their
presence at the Kentucky revivals is well attested in the accounts of the Cane Ridge leaders who
saw the Shakers as a blight to the revival movement.
Despite the disdain from some leaders, the Shaker missionaries did have some success.
They converted Richard McNemar, who played an early role in the revivals, and later became
instrumental in spreading Shakerism in the west. McNemar, who was convinced that the
Kentucky revival was the work of God, worried that participants would lose this powerful
experience if they allowed formality to get in the way. The Shakers provided an answer to this
fear since their founding beliefs and continued practices revolved around ecstatic behavior.
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One aspect of Shaker worship that was ecstatic was their penchant for singing and
dancing, which was a vital part of Shaker worship. A former Shaker, William Haskett wrote that
for the Shakers, dancing is “consequent to the final restoration and the second appearance of the
Lord in his temple.”332 By this, Haskett meant the Shakers believed that when Christ first
appeared his followers had to suffer and so there was not much rejoicing, but at his second
appearance, through Mother Ann, there was to be celebration since the Bible promised joy at the
return of Christ.
Much of the early dancing had been more erratic and seemingly involuntary. Haskett,
also made a scandalous claim that in the early Shaker years, the Shakers held private dancing
services in which the members would dance naked as Mother Ann slapped the men.333 The
reason for this, Haskett claimed, was to test the believer’s fidelity to celibacy. Later the dancing
became formalized.334 In the formalized versions, the dancing could be done linearly or
sometimes in circumambulation. Often the dancer’s moves were bodily motions meant to mime
the song they were singing.
Singing was also an essential part of Shaker worship. Haskett explained, “the gift of
singing is much patronized in the Society, as it is a necessary requisite in the performance of its
worship.”335 He further opined that the songs were “often impromptu.”336 Of course, there were
also many standardized hymns that were specifically Shaker in origin. The choreographed song
and dance were something Shakers were known for, so much so, they prepared benches in the
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meeting houses for curious spectators. Interestingly, music played an integral role in producing
enthusiasm in Shakers as it had in mainline Protestant revivalists.
One anonymous traveler described what he saw in a Shaker meeting. He wrote, “all are
now ready for dance and song, and they commence forthwith. Advancing and retreating,
executing the double shuffle in a marvelously skillful manner for so stiff-jointed a crowd; now
clapping hands, they sing meantime a monotonous, repetitious song. In their own peculiar
manner.”337 This eyewitness was not impressed with the singing, and he compared it to the
sawing of wood. He stated that after a dance, there was an extemporaneous exhortation by a
female adherent followed by one from a male exhorter.338 Subsequently, “singing, dancing,
shaking commence again. A ring is formed around a band of male and female singers, and the
dancing and shaking are more violent.” 339 During the dance, a couple of Shakers fell and got
back up. The service was then wrapped up with an address by an elder to the spectators. This
address was meant to demonstrate the superiority of Shakerism to other forms of Christianity.340
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Figure 4. This picture dated by the Library of Congress from between 1790 and 1810 captures the description provided by
eyewitnesses of Shaker meetings. The genders are separated and move forward and backward in rows. In addition, a spectator is
drawn into the scene as many of the Shaker meetings were attended by curious spectators.

Shaker services could also have both forms of enthusiasm. Haskett, a former Shaker,
Haskett also described a Shaker service called a “Quick Meeting” held around Christmas,
often with no spectators. In these meetings the participants fully expected to receive the apostolic
gifts. At one such meeting, Haskett described what transpired. He wrote,
After the hymn was sung, the Elder began his exhortation, and closed it with the intimation, that
it was every believer’s duty, to labor for the; gifts of Mother Ann… Suddenly he stamped on the
floor, shouted and shook. In an instant the spirit seized all the members; and one continual shout,
and tremendous noise of stamping was only to be heard…many began to slack their violence of
stamping; but no sooner had they stopped this than the sisters began to talk in ‘unknown
tongues’… and the whole room began to shake, jump, turn, and to talk in 'unknown tongues…’
now was heard loud shouts…after, probably, three quarters of an hour had transpired, the
members were called to order, and the meeting adjourned.341
As the above description by Haskett suggested, the Shaker movement was thoroughly
continuationist. In what has been called the Shaker Bible, Benjamin Seth Youngs wrote, “the
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idea that so extensively prevails, that all inspired revelation ceased with the canon of scriptures is
inconsistent with both reason and scripture.”342
A few anecdotal references to these claimed continued gifts are noteworthy. Hackett
recalled seeing a young Shaker named Joseph who fell ill. He was told not to be concerned for
the youth because an elder named Abijah Worste, who was alleged to have received the gift of
healing from Mother Ann, “administered the gift” to the invalid. When the elder perceived that
Haskett was unconvinced about this gift, the elder rebuked Haskett for disbelief. Shortly after
this encounter, Joseph died. Anticipating an excuse from the reader Haskett declared that
Joseph’s fate was not due to his lack of faith because “a few minutes before he died, he told the
physician that he would not die.”343
In another instance, a claim was made that Ann Lee had the gift of conversing with the
dead and hearing their confession. While spending time in jail, Mother Ann was met by a
friendly jailor who, though he never converted to the Shakers, showed kindness to Mother Ann.
The man died in battle, and Mother Ann claimed his departed spirit came to her and confessed
his sins. Later, Mother Ann sent word to his family of this post-death confession.344
Supernatural encounters were common among Shakers even after the time of Mother
Ann. In a period known in Shaker historiography as the Era of Manifestations, claims of
supernatural encounters abounded. It began in 1837 when a young woman named Anna Mariah
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Goff from the Watervliet community had a visionary experience.345 In the vision, both Mother
Ann and Jesus were present warning of coming judgment among nominal Shakers and the those
in the world. As the news spread of these miraculous encounters, other communities had their
own visionary experiences. In some instances, people took shared transcendental trips and spoke
with the departed souls of Shakers and historical figures.
During this time of visionary experiences, the Shakers also received a new revelation
from God in a written work called the Sacred Roll. This Sacred Roll, authored by Philemon
Stewart, according to Stein, “occupied center stage in the Shaker world as a new ‘bible’ for a
short time, as the testimonies comprising the second part of the publication bear witness.”346 This
was the case until Stewart “fell from favor,” after which “he dragged the Sacred Roll down with
him.”347 The Sacred Roll reaffirmed Shaker claims of Ann Lee’s divinity, and defended Shaker
practice. Stewart’s account of receiving the Sacred Roll is worth noting in length. Stewart wrote,
The word of the Lord through an holy angel, came to me, saying, Arise, O thou little one, and
appear before the Lord, on the Holy Mount; as thou goest, kneel seven times, and bow low,
seven times to the earth for the Lord hath words for thee to write; and thou shalt kneel, or sit low,
by the side if his Holy Fountain, and the words shall be revealed unto thee, flames of fire…the
noise as of a mighty rushing wind, or as of distant thunder, did roar throughout the hill. But as I
approached the Fountain, and seated myself low, to write, all became calm; and an inexpressible
feeling, as of a consuming fire within, filled my mortal frame, and prepared me to write the
following communication.348
The Shakers were not the only ones to claim additional revelation and write new
scriptures. Indeed, the creation of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints was founded
on the premise that Joseph Smith was a latter-day prophet who received heavenly visions and
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new scriptures. Smith struggled with what he saw as divisions within Christianity, which he
thought demonstrated that no one denomination was correct. As he sought for the right religion,
he purported to have had a vision in which he stated, “just at this moment of great alarm, I saw a
pillar of light exactly over my head, above the brightness of the sun, which descended gradually
until it fell upon me. It no sooner appeared than I found myself delivered from the enemy which
held me bound. When the light rested upon me, I saw two personages, whose brightness and
glory defy all description, standing above me in the air. One of them spake unto me, calling me
by name, and said, pointing to the other — This is My Beloved Son, Hear Him!”349 Smith
claimed that Jesus and the Father were the two personages, and when he asked which
denomination to join, he was told to choose none because they were all in error and corrupt. This
was not the only vision Smith had. He later claimed to be visited by the angel Moroni. 350
Smith reported that Moroni helped him uncover golden plates that had been hidden and
contained the lost book of Mormon. These plates were said to be written in “reformed Egyptian,”
and only Smith could transcribe them. This he did, not by looking at the plates and then
transcribing what he read, but rather by using a transcriptionist while Smith looked into his hat at
seeing stones which he called the Urim and Thummim.351 After giving a copy of the Book of
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Mormon to his friend and transcriptionist Martin Harris, it was destroyed by Harris’s wife, who
was upset at her husband for financially backing Smith’s project. Lucy Harris attempted to prove
Smith’s inability to hear from God by making him rewrite the work. Smith declined to do so,
stating that God told him not to, that instead, he was to write a new revelation. The result was the
Book of Mormon, which famously recounts the story of lost Israelite tribes and their time spent
in the Americas.
Throughout his career, Smith would continue to claim divine communication from God
and make a plethora of divine commands and prophecies. While some groups had teetered on the
idea that the gifts may someday return, Smith took it a step further, allowing that there was now
a return of the offices of apostle and prophet. Like the Shakers, it was not only the Mormon
leader who could be endowed with spiritual gifts; other Mormons claimed miraculous
endowments.
For example, Peter Cartwright recorded an encounter with an “old lady Mormon” who
“began to shout, and after shouting a while she swooned away and fell into the arms of her
husband. The old man proclaimed that his wife had gone into a trance and that when she came to,
she would speak in an unknown tongue and that he would interpret.”352 This behavior was
unacceptable for Cartwright, who rebuked the woman and her husband and told them to leave or
be jailed.
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Interestingly, Cartwright had also met Joseph Smith. In the encounter, Smith told
Cartwright of his preference for the Methodists, and he tried to convince Cartwright to join him.
After Cartwright rejected the offer Smith stated, “’if you will go with me to Nauvoo, I will show
you many living witnesses that will testify that they were, by the saints, cured of blindness,
lameness, deafness, dumbness, and all the diseases that human flesh is heir to; and I will show
you,’ said he, ‘that we have the gift of tongues, and can speak in unknown languages, and that
the saints can drink any deadly poison, and it will not hurt them.’”353 Cartwright’s continued
refusal drew the ire of Smith. He cursed Cartwright and proclaimed, “I will show you, sir, that I
will raise up a government in these United States which will overturn the present government,
and I will raise up a new.”354
Another Mormon critic, Taylor Parsons, who debated a Mormon elder, Freeman
Nickerson, recorded how Nickerson claimed to have healed an elderly lady who had been
physically incapable of standing upright. After anointing her with oil and laying hands on her,
she was said to have straightened out.355 Parsons then recorded the story of another Mormon,
Elder Olney, who claimed to have “done and seen greater than brother Nickerson.”356Olney
alleged to have seen people raised from the dead, and he further proclaimed that he did not have
to read the book of Mormon or be familiar with it because “I have the book in my soul.”357 By
this, he meant he saw the miracles produced by the Mormon faith, and this was enough to
convince him of the validity of Mormonism and the legitimacy of Joseph Smith.
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While continuationism would have been a point of contention for mainline evangelicals it
was the additional revelations claimed by these two group that stamped them as heretics among
mainstream Protestants. Interestingly, the fidelity to cessationism amongst Protestants was for
this exact reason. The Protestant issue with Catholicism was similar, as Protestants decried what
they deemed the unbiblical innovations of the Catholic Church. The difference with the Shakers
and Mormons was their “New Revelations” that went against the orthodox teachings of both
Catholic and Protestants.
The Allure of Respectability

At the close of the Second Great Awakening, many of the denominations that had once
been known for zeal and enthusiastic behavior began to change because of what Nathan Hatch
described as “the allure of respectability.”358 Hatch writes, “Baptist, Methodists, Disciples
yearned to recover a place of influence and respect, and they directed their finest efforts toward
building educational institutions.”359 Peter Cartwright’s memoirs conveys this sentiment as
Cartwright longs for the good old days. The Methodist denomination he loved had settled down,
became more formal, and had an effusion of educated ministers. This caused Cartwright to
remark,
Methodism in Europe this day would have been as a thousand to one, if the Wesleyans had stood
by the old land - marks of John Wesley: but no; they must introduce pews, literary institutions,
and theological institutes, till a plain, old - fashioned preacher, such as one of Mr. Wesley’s ‘lay
preachers, ‘would be scouted, and not allowed to occupy one of their pulpits. Some of the best
and most useful men that were ever called of God to plant Methodism in this happy republic,
were among the early pioneer preachers, east, west, north, and south; and especially in our
mighty West. We have no such preachers now as some of the first ones, who were sent out to
Kentucky and Tennessee.360
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This formalizing of Methodism and other denominations would have a profound impact
on American Christianity in the latter half of the nineteenth century. However, it did not mean
that enthusiasm was dead, nor were the reverberations from enthusiastic practices such as the
new ministerial tactics that were pioneered by men like Whitefield and Finney. As will be
demonstrated, the behavior exhibited in the two Awakenings continued during the latter part of
the nineteenth century, although not as widespread.
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Chapter IV
The Ebb and Flow of Enthusiasm
“Trust the matter with God, and He will give you just the amount and kind of emotion that will best fit you to glorify
His exalted name”- Phoebe Palmer

In 1857 thousands of businessmen across the U.S. met daily for prayer, some for thirty
minutes, some for ten minutes, and some their entire lunch hour. These daily prayer meetings
were soon accompanied by planned systematic visitations wherein eager converts to the faith
attempted to share the message of Christ to the unconverted. Soon churches of all denominations
were seeing increased attendance and conversions. In addition, other religious meetings such as
the “Sunday Schools” were filled with people eager to hear more about the Bible. All this
increased spiritual activity was said to have begun when one lone missionary named Jeremiah
Lamphier decided to invite all who were willing to attend a mid-day prayer meeting. Lamphier’s
first prayer meeting was only attended by six people, but the movement steadily grew into a
substantial wave of revivalism across the major cities of America.
William Conant, eyewitness and historian of the revival, believed this “Businessman’s
Revival” resulted from the “financial disorder” that pervaded America that same year. While the
other main source for this revival, Samuel Prime, suggested that America was rapidly
experiencing a time of moral decay and was in need of another awakening. Both Conant and
Prime credit Lamphier’s prayer meetings as the catalyst for the revival that spread among people
of all classes, genders, and races.361
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It started as a simple enough idea. Middle-class businessmen who were generally
concerned with the affairs of this life and found it challenging to spend time in spiritual
exercises, were now afforded an opportunity during the middle of the day to spend time with
other believers in prayer. The meetings allowed for a great degree of flexibility. Attendees could
come and go as their schedules dictated. Moreover, the meetings were very orderly so as not to
prolong the services, thus accommodating busy schedules. Organization was key since some of
these meetings were packed with upwards of 3,000 attendees.362
The enthusiastic behavior that was a prominent feature of past Awakenings seemed to be
lacking in this national revival. To be sure, some people experienced deeply felt emotions, but
the jerking, dancing, falling, running, and rolling exercises were missing. Samuel Prime recalled,
“In former times, a revival, even in New England, set in motion much that was stirring, and to
many minds very objectionable. Now there was nothing of the kind. There was no unrestrained
excitement, no exuberant and intemperate zeal. There was nothing which required an effort to
‘keep it up,’ under the common idea that excitement was essential to the revival, and part and
parcel of the same.”363
Conant agrees, when he described a meeting at the Missionary Chapel, he wrote, “the
entire demeanor of the meeting, composed as the congregation is of persons in the lower classes
of society, is reverent and thoughtful.”364 Prime further indicated that the tactics of Finney, the
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“new measures,” were not utilized to create this revival. He stated, “it lacked almost everything
that made up the leading features of the revivals of ’30 and ’32. There was no revival preaching.
There were no revivalists, no revival machinery, as was common to those days. The ‘anxious
seat,’ and the labor of peregrinating revival - makers were all unknown.”365
Despite this, there were occasions when some displayed the second type of enthusiasm,
although without much controversy and only very rarely. For example, Conant described the
conversion of one young lady that came about after she received “a strange impulse to pray.”366
During prayer, Conant said she answered an inward call to “Follow Me.”367
According to Prime the revival itself resulted from the influence of impressions. He wrote
that Lamphier had sought God for some time for direction on how he may reach souls. Prime
recorded that Lamphier had once written, “one day, as I was walking along the streets, the idea
was suggested to my mind that an hour of prayer, from twelve to one o’clock, would be
beneficial to businessmen, who usually in great numbers take that hour for rest and
refreshment.”368 Of course, these impressions seem tamer than the earlier claims by revivalists,
but these examples at least demonstrate a continued acceptance of God’s inward leading for
believers.
The Revival of 1857 was a layman’s revival. There were no figures who stood out. Even
Lamphier faded into the background as accounts of the revival are told. In addition, missing in
the sources are complaints from ministers of the role being played by the layman; in fact, the
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opposite seems to be the case. The organizing spirit of the Second Great Awakening
demonstrated in the many social improvement organizations, gave rise to a highly organized and
industrious laity that took the lead in this revival.
This highly organized laity created meetings that are described as well-oiled machines.
The meetings consisted of hymns, scripture reading, and prayer, and according to Conant these
three exercises were “not to occupy over twelve minutes.”369 He went onto to write that it was a
rule that, “no person to pray or exhort over three minutes, nor pray and exhort the same day.” In
addition, those needing prayer could not take up time with prayer request. Instead “at half-past
twelve o'clock, the leader will ask any who wish the prayers of the meeting for themselves to rise
without speaking and remain standing, a few seconds-a half minute being allowed for this.”370
After this, “at the touch of the bell will begin a season of two minutes silent prayer, to be broken
by the leader asking some brother by name to lead in prayer.”371 These time restraints were
strictly enforced, so much so that a bell was rung when anyone went over their limit. Procedures
such as this were a far cry from the more fluid style camp-meetings.
Much of this orderliness and shyness to enthusiasm was probably due to the changes that
both sides (Old Lights and New Lights) of the previous revivals experienced. The formal
ministers were becoming less rigid, while the informal were more restrained. Long sums up the
situation among churches; she opines, “by the 1840s and the 1850s, these two streams had begun
to converge, particularly in urban areas. The formalists had toned down the more rigid side of
their Calvinism and had begun to appropriate aspects of the methodology and style of the
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populists. Many Methodists and Baptists, for their part, were ‘formalizing,’ embracing the more
orderly religious ethos that went with middle-class respectability.”372 This more restrained form
of revivalism that began in the Revival of 1857 would continue throughout the Civil War years
and into the post-Bellum period.
Just as the history of the Revolutionary war overshadowed religious phenomena like the
New Light Stir, so too the Civil War tends to overshadow the revival movements that occurred
prior (like the Businessman’s Revival), during, and after it. During the Civil War, several
revivals broke out that led to the conversion of many soldiers. William Bennett a contemporary
witness recorded, “in the midst of all the privations and horrors of war ‘the grace of God
appeared’ unto thousands and tens of thousands in the camp and in the hospital…the subjects of
this revival were found among all classes in the army.”373John Jones, another witness to the
Confederate revivals agrees, and recorded that, “large crowds attended the meetings, numbers
presented themselves for prayer, there were a number of professions of conversion, and the work
had developed into a revival of increasing power.”374
Like the Businessman’s Revival, these revival services occurred largely without
enthusiastic behavior. Harman writes, “the nature and mood of the services were consistently
solemn. They were not arenas for ‘holy barks, shouts, jerks, and other excessive emotional
outbursts...’ The men were earnest listeners, and the preachers preached straightforward
messages of redemption and salvation. That is not to say that the services were without fanfare.
For instance, when a regimental band was available, they would provide the background melody
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for hymn singing, perform offertory hymns, and deliver special music. And, although the
sermons were doctrinally forthright, on occasion, the soldiers were treated to the oratory skills of
renowned evangelists.”375
Often the services occurred in the army’s encampment. One chaplain, describing a typical
camp-revival service wrote, “these services were held after dark, in the open air, around a
blazing campfire. They commenced always with singing, which quickly attracted a congregation,
and were followed by prayer, and a plain, practical sermon, in which the great doctrines of
justification by faith, evangelical repentance, and the new birth were set forth in the simplest
language.”376 This account also confirms the solemnity of the meetings, remarking that only the
singing was excitable or lively.
The ministers during the Civil War revivals were either army chaplains or evangelists.
Some of these ministers and their converts would cut their teeth on ministry during this period,
later to become the spiritual leaders of the postbellum era. One such individual was the most
prominent American evangelist of the late nineteenth century, D.L. Moody.
Dwight Moody was a northerner and favored the cause of the Union. He had some
ministerial experience prior to the war, but according to Belmonte, he did not feel that he could
kill another man and spent the war years ministering to those in the army.377 He ministered not
only among the Union soldiers but the Confederates as well.378 After the war, Moody became a
well-known evangelist. In his ministry, one could see features of the new ministry that began to
develop in the First Great Awakening and that thrived in the second.
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As previously noted, George Whitefield broke many ministerial norms with his
passionate extemporaneous style, marketing skills, and itineracy. Although Moody was not as
dramatic as Whitefield, his sermons were not the highly scripted theological sermons of the
Puritan era. They were the anecdotal kind that Finney promoted. They spoke of simple truths and
aimed at making passages of the Bible and its characters relatable to a mixed audience. Like
Whitefield before him, Moody’s message was evangelical and inter-denominational, and like the
many Methodists before him, he was uneducated, although well-read. Moreover, he primarily
adopted an itinerant ministry.
The revival meetings Moody held would mark a significant shift in revivalism in
American history, especially in the latter part of the twentieth century. Whereas revivalism
before was a grassroots effort, springing up among various churches and the laity, revivalism in
the Moody years was more centered around a single person, the revivalist. Curtis Johnson notes
this shift in his study on the efficacy of Finney’s protracted meetings. Johnson concludes that
Finney’s teachings changed the nature of revivalism in America. He writes, “he (Finney) shifted
power away from the laity who had worked along with preachers in the earlier awakenings and
put power almost exclusively into the hands of the minister. In an earlier era, laypeople and
clergy both believed that while they could pray for the showers of revival, only God could make
it rain. In Finney’s view, the clergy were rainmakers who could bring revivals independently.
This shift reinforced an ongoing campaign to elevate ministers to a new status.”379
Moody seems to be a man of his era. Moody’s revival meetings had many of the
hallmarks of the Businessman’s revival. Moody himself was a businessman and brought a very
practical element to ministry. His meetings were marketed, organized, and generally followed a
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similar pattern that relied on emotionally charged music and illustrative teaching. Moody’s
meetings, like those described in the Revival of 1857 and the Civil War revivals, lacked the
enthusiastic behavior of the previous generation. Long writes, “as for the revival meetings
themselves, the evangelist was famous for his insistence on punctuality and order. . . Nor did
Moody permit emotional outbursts or interruptions. A shout of ‘Hallelujah!’ meant ushers would
ask the offending person to leave. The fast-paced worship and Moody’s custom of having people
stand for prayer rather than asking them to come forward were also elements of urban mass
revivalism drawing from the practices of 1857-58.”380 Likewise, Harris, a contemporary of
Moody, suggested that Moody was, “an enthusiast, but no fanatic.”381 By this, he meant Moody
was enthusiastic as in its modern parlance, someone who is excited or energetic about something.
In fact, Harris hoped for more enthusiasts, for he believed this to be missing in the church,
although he was keen to delineate between someone excited about ministry and a religious
fanatic.

The Holiness Movement

The general decline of the revivalism in early America did not go unnoticed by observers
in the late nineteenth century. Holiness preacher Martin Wells Knapp created a publication called
the Revivalists, because he believed that “formality and worldliness…in many places are
freezing the church to death.”382 Knapp also noted that “the absence of the Revival Spirit in
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many places is confessed and deplored by every true Christian who is acquainted with the
facts”383 Likewise, James Brand, successor to Charles Finney, at the First Congregational Church
in Oberlin, Ohio, preached a sermon entitled, “The Dearth of Revivals,” in which he suggested
revivals were declining due to doctrinal uncertainty, a lack of fervent prayer, and declension in
Christian giving. Brand took his sermon title from the newspapers, which demonstrates there was
a widespread understanding that revivals seemed to be on the decline.384 Brand points out that
this decline “is not confined to Congregationalism but extends to the Methodists and
Presbyterians as well.”385
As previously noted, many among the Methodists began to refrain from the more erratic
behavior of the earlier camp meetings as there became a greater desire for respectability. In
addition, some Methodists also strayed from Wesley’s earlier teachings on Christian
perfectionism. As a result, some among the Methodist ranks began to break away, creating
denominations like the Free Methodists, the Church of the Nazarene, and the Church of God
(Anderson IN) because they believed the churches had lost their spiritual fervor and desire for
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holiness. These groups, and others like them, have collectively been known as the Holiness
Movement for their emphasis on strict morality.
One of the key theological elements of the Holiness movement developed from Wesley’s
view on sanctification. Stephen Skuce explains, “In 1760 Wesley published his Plain Account of
Christian Perfection and confirmed his understanding of an instantaneous experience of God’s
sanctifying power, more usually called by him a ‘filling with the Holy Ghost.’ Wesley’s view
was that perfect love of God and neighbor was possible in an instant, but this experience needed
to be nurtured and sustained; otherwise, it would be lost.”386 This instantaneous sanctification
was something that many adherents looked for, much like converts did salvation. It came through
prayer, faith, and sometimes with a moment of inner turmoil followed by a subjective feeling of
joy or elation.
This teaching of a “second blessing” or what some call “a second work of grace” would
be a standard theological concept in the early Holiness churches (and adopted later by
Pentecostals). Skuce suggests that it was John Fletcher, chosen successor of Wesley, who further
developed this idea of a post-conversion experience and equated it with the Baptism of the Holy
Spirit. These ideas were adopted by the Holiness Movement whose adherents believed that a
person could have a deeper experience with God after salvation.
In addition, many among the Holiness Movement continued the enthusiastic tradition of
earlier revivals. In one account, during a camp meeting held by Holiness minister John Inskip, a
large gathering of people received entire sanctification at a single moment. The scene was
described as a “second Pentecost.”
The people were exhorted by Mr. Inskip to look to God for the baptism of power. Two thousand
earnest hearts bowed and engaged in silent prayer. After a few moments, Dr. G. W. Woodruff
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commenced praying, when, all at once, as sudden as if a flash of lightning from the heavens had
fallen upon the people, one simultaneous burst of agony, and then of glory, was heard in all parts
of the congregation; and for nearly an hour, the scene beggared all description. It was the most
sublime spectacle we ever witnessed. Those seated far back in the audience declared that the
sensation was as if a strong wind had moved from the stand over the congregation. Several
intelligent people, in different parts of the congregation, spoke of the same phenomenon, as it
appeared to them. Sinners stood awe-stricken, and others fled affrighted from the congregation. .
.There were those who insisted that at one time they heard a sound, a strange sound, as of a
rushing mighty wind, and yet as if subdued and held in check over that prayerful congregation.
The writer went to his tent, far back from the circle, but God was everywhere. It was an awful
season. Souls were wrestling with God, who was unrolling to many the long, long list of their
sins. Unfaithful church members were looking and shuddering over the dreadful past. The people
were face to face with God.387
Methodist Minister, George Henry in 1859, wrote a book entitled, Shouting: Genuine and
Spurious, (a book that’s title suggests emotionalism was still a feature among some Methodists)
in which he argued that shouting had been an integral part of Biblical and church worship
throughout the centuries. The second edition to his book contained a preface that demonstrates
the widespread association between Holiness churches and enthusiastic behavior. It stated, “the
subject of religious demonstration is at this time agitating the professed holiness movement of
the United States in a marked degree, from the fact that God has seen fit to lay upon the saints of
the Metropolitan Church Association very marked manifestations, expressed by shouting,
screaming, jumping, dancing, physical prostrations, visions, bodily healings, and other outward
signs of His glorious presence. These demonstrations are not at all understood, except by those
who have the Holy Spirit.”388 This excerpt also demonstrates that the second type of enthusiastic
behavior was evident in Holiness meetings. It further recorded,
Among the Pentecostal signs promised to God’s people were listed the seeing of visions and the
dreaming of dreams [Joel 2:28; Acts 2:16–17]. These signs have been fulfilled in our people, and
nothing has been more wonderful and helpful to the believers, nor has anything provoked more
scorn and disbelief than these very signs on behalf of professional [i.e., professing] yet not actual
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Christians. Not only in Chicago but in the various cities where our meetings have been held, God
has shown His presence, power, and love by blessing some with these wonderful visions, during
which the person would remain for hours totally oblivious to sights and sounds around him,
while they made an extended tour into the regions of the hereafter, hand in hand with the blessed
Lord or one of His own appointed angel guardians. While the subjects were in the visions they
would give utterance to certain words, sentences and snatches of heavenly songs, like a person
talking into a telephone without hearing the answers, which would guide the listener as to where
the persons were and what was going on, and when the vision was over they could tell all about
where they had been and what they had said, heard, and seen, and it would exactly tally with
what had been gleaned from the catch words uttered while in their unconscious state.389
Another example of the Holiness penchant for enthusiastic tendencies is that of the wellknown Holiness minister Phoebe Palmer, who during her sanctification experience confessed to
having a dialogue with God. In Palmer’s spiritual autobiography, The Way of Holiness, she
claimed that the Spirit of God inquired, “through what power have you been enabled thus to
present yourself a living sacrifice to God” to which Palmer replied, “through the power of
God.”390 After this, Palmer alleged, “immediately the Spirit suggested, ‘if God has enabled you
to bring it, will he not, now that you bring it and lay it on his altar, accept it at your hands.’”391
After this divine conversation, Palmer described herself as longing for something extraordinary
to happen as an indication that she was received by the Lord. Yet as she was waiting, God
assured her again of his reception of her. Palmer claimed God said, “only believe! Trust now on
the faithfulness of the immutable word.”392
Later, when Palmer received her call to minister, she reported having a visionary
experience. Palmer wrote, “she (Palmer wrote in third person) seemed permitted to look down
through the vista of the future, to behold herself as having begun a race, in a way luminously lit

389

Ibid,
Phoebe Palmer 1807-1874, The Way of Holiness,: With Notes by the Way; being a Narrative of
Religious Experience Resulting from a Determination to be a Bible Christian./ by Mrs. Phoebe Palmer Ann Arbor,
(Michigan: University of Michigan Library, 1854), 36.
391
Ibid.
392
Ibid.
390

148

up the rays of the Sun of righteousness…watching her progress in a course that seemed to admit
of no respite…where consequences, inconceivably momentous, and eternal in duration were
pending.”393 By this Palmer was indicating that God was giving her a vision of her future
ministry. God promised that she would minister to thousands.
Another Holiness leader who was prone to enthusiastic tendencies was Martin Wells
Knapp. Knapp authored a book entitled, Impressions to teach people how to determine when an
impression was from God. In the book Knapp tried to balance fanaticism and formalism. Like
Wesley before him, he feared that some were throwing the baby out with the bathwater when it
came to special direction from God. He remarked, “some people are shy of this subject because
others have gone into fanaticism over it. They thus lose great enlightenment, which otherwise
they might enjoy. Is it sensible to starve to death because some people persist in eating too
much? Shall we cease traveling because occasionally an accident occurs? Or freeze to death
because some people burn themselves?”394
Knapp believed God could and would guide Christians through inward impressions and
even dreams, but he warned that the devil also attempted to lead people astray and that a
Christian should test every impression. It is important to note that Knapp believed that the Holy
Spirit would not give new revelation and that the standard of all impressions should be the Bible.
In addition to the scriptures, Knapp suggested all impressions should be tested by other
standards to determine validity. His other standards included morality, providence, and
reasonableness. Knapp argued that if the impression was immoral, it was not of God. By
providence, Knapp meant that the impression should align with God’s plan. Knapp averred that
God would never lead anyone to do anything unless he opened the way for them to do it.
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Therefore, if the person lacks the means to fulfill the instructions they believe are from God, they
can rightly ignore it because if it were God, he would provide the means. Finally, Knapp defined
reasonableness as that which is “in harmony with God’s will as revealed to a spiritually
enlightened judgment.”395 This last statement implies there will be some subjectivity to
determine what is reasonable although this subjectivity does not seem apparent to Knapp.
Knapp was concerned about fanaticism, which he worried could happen when people
believed every thought they had was from God. He warned his readers that “God the Holy Ghost,
in all His leadings, never leads people in an abnormal way, or an unnatural or a strained way.396
For Knapp, the devil does the opposite; he leads people to do things that are “outlandish.”
Concerning dreams, Knapp wrote, “dreams may be from the devil. They may come from
gluttony at the supper table. They may be generated in an overtaxed brain. They may result from
many combined ‘second causes.’ Nevertheless, if we please, or whether we please or not, God
did and can and does send dreams that we may disregard to our own damage and destruction.”397
Following this, Knapp did not comment on how to distinguish a dream from God or one from the
devil. It is as if the reader must make their best determination on which dreams are divine in
origin. Once again Knapp opens the door to subjectivity which he does not address even though
his book is written as if his tests are full proof.
Knapp taught that an impression from God and one from the devil were different because
of the feeling one would get after the impression. Quoting Dr. Watson, he wrote, “you can detect
the devil by one or two things. The devil always talks loud. Jesus always talks low and
tender.”398 For Knapp, impressions from the devil bring anxiety and a certain pressure to hurry
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and obey the impression, whereas God will allow time for the impression to be tested and
provide peace of mind. Following this Knapp advised that time would tell whether the
impression is from God as eventually an impression from God will produce fruit.

African American Revivalism

While many of the mainline Protestant denominations were becoming more formal and
practicing enthusiastic behavior less, after the Second Great Awakening, there was still a large
portion of evangelicals who maintained an affinity for enthusiastic practices even throughout the
nineteenth century. Enthusiastic practices have been a part of black evangelical worship from the
colonial period until the present. To be sure, not all African Americans or all predominantly
black churches accepted this type of behavior, but it was widespread nonetheless, particularly
among southern blacks both before and after the Civil War.
The penchant for enthusiasm in black churches often depended on the denomination.
Wilson suggests that African Americans were particularly drawn to the Baptist denominations,
not only for their democratic structure but also its greater acceptance of the distinctly expressive
style of worship practiced among black evangelicals. He writes, “the theology of Baptist
evangelicals blended better than any other denomination with the sacred cosmos of the West
African religion slaves brought with them. Although Methodists, Presbyterians, and
Congregationalists were also evangelical, their faith and practice limited them in ways that
Baptists were not. For example, many Methodist evangelicals protested the holy dance, while
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most Baptist evangelicals allowed it to continue, and slaves viewed it as an integral part of their
receiving the Holy Spirit.”399
Prior to the Civil War, slaves were limited in their ability to worship as they saw fit.
Mostly, their religious liberty depended on their masters. In some cases, slaves had to attend
white churches with white ministers; at other times, they attended mixed congregations. In some
cases, masters would allow slaves to have their own church services. If slaves were not given this
leniency, they often resorted to worshipping in secret churches called “brush harbors” where they
could practice their unique style of worship.
This would change in the postbellum period as African Americans were allowed to build
their own buildings and have their own ministers. Often, the meetings in the postbellum period
still retained enthusiastic tendencies. Services were generally a mixture of lively preaching,
singing, and prayer, accompanied with shouting, dancing, and “getting happy” (this phrase was
equated with being filled with the Holy Spirit).
W.E.B. Du bois, a northern African American, wrote of his experience attending a
southern black revival service. Du bois, who was used to a more formal style, was taken aback
by what he saw. He wrote,
We in Berkshire were not perhaps as stiff and formal as they in Suffolk of olden time; yet we
were very quiet and subdued, and I know not what would have happened those clear Sabbath
mornings had some one punctuated the sermon with a wild scream or interrupted the long prayer
with a loud Amen! And so most striking to me, as I approached the village and the little plain
church perched aloft, was the air of intense excitement that possessed that mass of black folk. A
sort of suppressed terror hung in the air and seemed to seize us,—a pythian madness, a demoniac
possession, that lent terrible reality to song and word. The black and massive form of the
preacher swayed and quivered as the words crowded to his lips and flew at us in singular
eloquence. The people moaned and fluttered, and then the gaunt-cheeked brown woman beside
me suddenly leaped straight into the air and shrieked like a lost soul, while round about came
wail and groan and outcry, and a scene of human passion such as I had never conceived before.
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Those who have not thus witnessed the frenzy of a Negro revival in the untouched backwoods of
the South can but dimly realize the religious feeling of the slave.400
Du bois’s comment seems to suggest that culture played a role in worship style, as this
emotional style of worship was said to be unique to southern churches. This suggestion has also
been made by other ministers who took note of how culture shaped religious practice. Indeed,
Peter Cartwright noticed the more formal nature of northern churches as opposed to the western
worship services he was accustomed to.401
Du bois, a sociologist, summed up southern African American religion into three main
features. He wrote, “three things characterized this religion of the slave,—the Preacher, the
Music, and the Frenzy.”402 Interestingly, these important elements (as demonstrated in the
previous chapters) were hallmarks of the Awakenings. The passionate oft “untutored minister,”
the lively music, and the enthusiastic behavior can all be found in the two Awakenings. While
this behavior would ebb and flow among white evangelicals, scholars like Gates suggest it
became a mainstay of many black evangelical churches. 403
Du bois provided the reader with a description of these three features of southern black
worship. Concerning “the Frenzy” he wrote, “Finally, the Frenzy or ‘Shouting,’ when the Spirit
of the Lord passed by, and, seizing the devotee, made him mad with supernatural joy, was the
last essential of Negro religion and the one more devoutly believed in than all the rest. It varied
in expression from the silent rapt countenance or the low murmur and moan to the mad abandon
of physical fervor,— the stamping, shrieking, and shouting, the rushing to and fro and wild
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waving of arms, the weeping and laughing, the vision and the trance. All this is nothing new in
the world, but old as religion, as Delphi and Endor. And so firm a hold did it have on the Negro,
that many generations firmly believed that without this visible manifestation of the God there
could be no true communion with the Invisible.”404
Du bois’s description offers examples of both types of enthusiastic behavior that occurred
when a believer became possessed by the Holy Spirit. The result was some physical
manifestation, such as shouting or dancing (type one), or the recipient may in some cases go into
a trance and receive divine communication from God (type two). This suggests that for many
black southern churches, both types of enthusiasm generally occurred simultaneously.
Some have suggested that these practices are the result of a syncretism of West African
religion and Christianity. For example, Wilson writes, “the shout incorporated the rhythm and
dance, which moved worshippers into trance possession and communion with the spiritual world.
The shout and trance were almost identical to the ring shout that slaves had practiced in their
rituals in Africa.”405 Indeed, several examples can be found of African Americans who believed
they received visions from God.
One famous example is Nat Turner. Throughout Turner’s life, he was prone to visions. In
his public confession, Turner stated that he was destined to be a prophet from birth. He also
claimed that the Spirit revealed, “to me the knowledge of the elements, the revolution of the
planets, the operation of tides, and changes of the seasons.”406 This he said happened after he
began to “receive the true knowledge of faith.” Turner also recalled being “made perfect” after
404
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which the “the Holy Ghost was with me, and said, ‘Behold me as I stand in the Heavens’--and I
looked and saw the forms of men in different attitudes--and there were lights in the sky to which
the children of darkness gave other names than what they really were--for they were the lights of
the Savior’s hands, stretched forth from east to west, even as they were extended on the cross on
Calvary for the redemption of sinners. And I wondered greatly at these miracles, and prayed to
be informed of a certainty of the meaning thereof--and shortly afterwards, while laboring in the
field, I discovered drops of blood on the corn as though it were dew from heaven-- and I
communicated it to many, both white and black, in the neighborhood--and I then found on the
leaves in the woods hieroglyphic characters, and numbers, with the forms of men in different
attitudes, portrayed in blood, and representing the figures I had seen before in the heavens.” 407
In addition to this vision, Turner was said to have been told by the Spirit of God to
baptize his followers whose white masters forbade them baptism. At this baptism, Turner
claimed his adherents were baptized in the Spirit. It was after this moment that he alleged to
receive the vision that led him on his notorious killing spree, in which he and his followers
massacred 60 people. Turner stated,
On the 12th of May, 1828, I heard a loud noise in the heavens, and the Spirit instantly appeared
to me and said the Serpent was loosened, and Christ had laid down the yoke he had borne for the
sins of men, and that I should take it on and fight against the Serpent, for the time was fast
approaching when the first should be last and the last should be first... And by signs in the
heavens that it would make known to me when I should commence the great work--and until the
first sign appeared,408 I should conceal it from the knowledge of men--And on the appearance of
the sign, (the eclipse of the sun last February) I should arise and prepare myself, and slay my
enemies with their own weapons. And immediately on the sign appearing in the heavens, the seal
was removed from my lips, and I communicated the great work laid out for me to do, to four in
whom I had the greatest confidence, (Henry, Hark, Nelson, and Sam)--It was intended by us to
have begun the work of death on the 4th July last--Many were the plans formed and rejected by
407
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us, and it affected my mind to such a degree… the sign appeared again, which determined me
not to wait longer.409
Sojourner Truth also claimed to have received a heavenly vision. According to her
biographer, she received this vision after believing she had to return with her master into slavery.
As she was about to get into the vehicle with her master “she says that God revealed himself to
her, with all the suddenness of a flash of lightning, showing her… that he pervaded the universeand there was no place where God was not.”410 At this moment she became aware of her sin and
her need for someone to mediate between her and God. Then “a friend appeared to stand
between herself and an insulted Deity.”411 She supposed her ethereal visitor was one of her
friends until she inquired of her bruised and battered companion who they were. Then the vision
brightened “into a form distinct, beaming with the beauty of holiness, and radiant with love.” 412
Then the response came “it is Jesus.”413
It was after this vision Sojourner Truth not only believed she was converted but came to a
greater understanding of Christianity. Before this, her only knowledge of Christianity was the
Lord’s Prayer and moral lessons she received as a child. Concerning Jesus, her biographer wrote
that she had previously believed he was just a preeminent man like “Washington or
Lafayette.”414 When she was converted, however, her theological understanding of Jesus aligned
more with traditional Christian theology, although she continued to struggle with some aspects of
the Trinity.
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Former slave and Methodist preacher Amanda Smith also described her supernatural
conversion and sanctification. In these narratives both types of enthusiastic behavior are present.
At her conversion, Smith claimed that after reaching a point wherein she wanted to give up
seeking conversion, a voice whispered to her to “pray once more.”415 Then she received
consolation of her conversion, which led her to clap her hands and cry aloud.
Smith’s sanctification experience was more dramatic. It happened as she listened to a
Methodist minister preach on how to receive sanctification. As Smith sat in the pew, she felt
overwhelming feelings that made her want to shout. She held these feelings in because she was
the only black person in the church, and she thought people would think her mad. As the sermon
drew on, an inward struggle ensued. Each thought that came into her head she attributed to either
the Holy Spirit or the Devil. She described the spiritual altercation as follows:
God can do it,’ I said, ‘in the twinkling of an eye,’ and as quick as the spark from smitten steel I
felt the touch of God from the crown of my head to the soles of my feet, and the welling up
came, and I felt I must shout: but Satan still resisted me. . . Again I yielded to the tempter and did
not shout. Then I felt the Spirit leave me. I knew He had gone, and I said: ‘O, Holy Ghost, if
Thou wilt only return I will confess Thee.’ I am so glad God put the word confession in my
mouth. I thought I would get ready, so when the Spirit came again I would shout; but before I
knew it just as though some one threw a basin of water in my face, a great wave came and just as
I went to say, ‘Glory to Jesus!’ the Devil said, ‘Look, look at the white people, mind they will
put you out,’ and I put my hands up to my mouth and held still, and again I felt the Spirit leave
me and pass away.416
It was after this moment and inward turmoil that her faith returned, which caused her to
become weak in body. At the closing hymn she finally felt free. She wrote, “and when they sang
these words, ‘Whose blood now cleanseth,’ O what a wave of glory swept over my soul! I
shouted glory to Jesus. Brother Inskip answered, ‘Amen, Glory to God.’ O, what a triumph for
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our King Emmanuel. I don’t know just how I looked, but I felt so wonderfully strange, yet I felt
glorious.”417
After the service, she described having so much joy that when she was greeted by some
Christian women with whom she was acquainted, she proclaimed to them her entire
sanctification. At the same time, her arm swung in circles continually because of the
overwhelming joy. What is interesting about Smith’s account is she felt that she needed to shout
when she was touched by the Holy Spirit. When she held it in, she thought the Spirit had left her.
This is an example of how many evangelicals made an association with the work of the Holy
Spirit and outward manifestations, and that there was an understanding among some that one did
not happen without the other.
As noted, the penchant for enthusiasm and mysticism among African Americans was
partly due to African roots. Several studies suggest that the black Pentecostal-Holiness
movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were influenced by this
syncretism of African religion and Christianity. Charles Mason, the founder of the largest
Pentecostal denomination in the United States, the Church of God in Christ, provides an
excellent example of this syncretism. Even before Mason accepted the Pentecostal teachings of
the Azusa Street leaders, he believed that one could receive special revelation from God. Mason
thought that objects found in nature and atmospheric events could be signs from God.
This propensity to see God speaking in objects of nature, Frederick Ware claims came
from Mason’s background as the child of slaves. Ware wrote, “folk belief in signs was
foundational to the African American slave community. African American slaves apparently did
not experience any cognitive dissonance between their folk beliefs and Christian beliefs. For
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many slaves, there were few tensions in the components of their religion. The components
complemented and reinforced each other. They often used the Bible to prove the efficacy of their
folk beliefs and used their folk beliefs to validate Christian beliefs. For example, in the
experience of conversion and the call to preach, persons often asked for and sought signs to
confirm whether their experience was genuine.”418
Mason adapted some of these cultural understandings in his theological system. For
example, Mason would interpret strange events as omens from God. Often, a storm showed
judgment or a special deliverance. Mason would also find unusually shaped vegetables and
preach sermons about them, citing how the vegetable showed some aspect of God’s nature,
purposes, or plans. Ware cites one example of how Mason used the birth of a three-legged dog to
warn people against uncontrolled lust. Mason dubbed this sinful habit the “dog spirit.” 419
Mason’s approach appealed to many black listeners who were agriculturists and saw
these sermons as objects lessons for life. Some, however, were appalled by the sermons and
thought they verged too much toward mysticism and pagan practice. Mason, however, believed
that when he used objects in his teaching or interpreted a storm as the judgment of God, he did
this by the power of the Holy Spirit. He did not see his use of signs as a form of divination or
paganism. For him, it was well within scriptural bounds. Roebeck writes, “what Mason believed
he was doing was giving voice to the wordless speech of God’s creation about which the
psalmist so eloquently wrote.”420 Roebuck goes on to write, “there is a sense in which Mason
baptized into Pentecostal practice, something he had seen in the surrounding African American
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conjure culture. He stood in the place of the medium or shaman, in the place of the ‘conjure’
doctor or root worker, and using the same signs as they would use, he gave them completely new
meaning. He ﬁlled them with ‘Christian’ meaning. Charles Mason thereby preserved something
from an historic African cultural basis, a non-Christian ‘conjuring culture’ while transforming it
into a Christian means of communication.”421
As Du bois noted, Frenzy was just one part of the southern African American religion.
He also pointed to the importance of the African American preacher. Du bois wrote, “the
Preacher is the most unique personality developed by the Negro on American soil. A leader, a
politician, an orator, a “boss,” an intriguer, an idealist,—all these he is, and ever, too, the centre
of a group of men.”422
The southern African American preacher was often illiterate or unlearned, in both the
antebellum and postbellum periods and yet had extreme importance to the community. The black
church was a haven for African Americans, one of the few places they could express themselves,
organize, and have leadership roles away from whites. In this milieu, the black preacher would
play a prominent role, not only spiritually but socially as many became leaders for civil rights.
What is important for this study, however, is how the black preacher shared many of the
same traits of the “new ministry” that has been highlighted in the preceding chapters. Like many
Methodist circuit riders before them, they had little to no education and yet wielded great
influence. Their power lay in their talent, especially their speaking abilities. Like Whitefield
before them, many maintained a dynamic stage presence. Voice, gesticulations, anecdotal stories,
and the ability to raise the audience’s emotion are what qualified many of these preachers who,
even if they wanted to, did not have the luxury of obtaining an education. This was truly a
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religion of the heart, as many preachers could only preach from fragments of scripture they had
memorized. Sermons were based not on long theological arguments but moving messages that
stirred the listener’s heart.
Du bois also pointed to another important aspect of African American religion, namely
the music. While a new form of lively music played a role in white congregations during the
First and Second Great Awakenings, the music of African American churches was unique and
played a preeminent role in their services. Gates concludes, “there is no Black Church without
music and dancing—never was, never will be—and the drum and dance would be unifying
forces of Black forms of worship, expressing adulation and exaltation, signifying inheritance and
belonging.”423 It seems that music often induced enthusiastic behavior in the worshippers. It was
often the case when singing began so did outward manifestations.
As for a description of the music, Du bois wrote, “the Music of Negro religion is that
plaintive rhythmic melody, with its touching minor cadences, which, despite caricature and
defilement, still remains the most original and beautiful expression of human life and longing yet
born on American soil.”424 Thomas Higginson, an expert on song and poetry, concluded that the
music was rhythmic and repetitive. He suggested that often verses were missing and that the
choruses were frequently repeated. In addition, he noted that songs were often sung “with no
accompaniment but the measured clapping of hands and the clatter of many feet.”425 Many of the
songs had such a similar format that Higginson wrote, “verses of other songs might be combined
at random.”426 He went on to record that popular songs were often sung for more than an hour
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with people taking turns singing it. Higginson also provided an early version of what may have
been the famous Spiritual entitled Ride on King Jesus. The lyrics demonstrate the repetitive
nature of Negro spirituals that Higginson observed.

RIDE IN, KIND SAVIOR.
Ride in, kind Saviour!
No man can hinder me.
O, Jesus is a mighty man!
No man, &c.
We’re marching through Virginny fields.
No man, &c. O, Satan is a busy man, No Man, &c.
And he has his sword and shield, No man, &c. O, old Secesh done come and gone!
No man can hinder me.427
Proto-Pentecostalism
During the late nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, the Holiness
Movement would give birth to the Pentecostal movement, a movement founded on enthusiastic
beliefs and practices. Not only would the movement accept the first type of enthusiasm, but it
would be a movement dedicated to the idea of the second type. The Pentecostal movement was
and is a continuationist movement, accepting that the gifts of the Spirit are for today’s believers.
Although it was a movement founded on enthusiastic tendencies, unlike the Shakers and the
Mormons, Pentecostalism has typically stayed within the bounds of orthodox Christianity. Like
Protestants, they held to the supreme authority of the scriptures. But unlike their Protestant
forebears, they were not convinced of the validity of cessationism.
While the spread of Pentecostalism is accredited to the Azusa Street Revival, the late
nineteenth century saw the genesis of the movement as people within the Holiness tradition
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began to accept continuationist ideas. The Azusa Street Revival was responsible for
disseminating classical Pentecostal doctrine (more on this later), even though continuationism
was already on the rise before the revival. As will be seen, some Holiness groups before the
Azusa Street Revival that held continuationist principles, after the revival, would often accept the
doctrinal teachings espoused by Azusa leaders.
One such group that accepted continuationism before accepting the classical Pentecostal
doctrine was a group who owes their existence to a revival called the Shearer’s Schoolhouse
revival. While this revival would not have the same widespread impact as Azusa Street, the
revival is believed to have been the catalyst for the largest U.S. Pentecostal denomination today,
the Church of God (Cleveland TN). According to A.J. Tomlinson, the first general overseer of
the Church of God, this revival began in the isolated region of Tennessee, when a Baptist
minister named Richard Spurling believed there was a need to reform the church. After prayer,
scripture reading, and a study of Church history, Spurling and his companions concluded that the
Protestant Reformers fell short of a complete reformation because of their desire to cling to
creeds. Spurling and others suggested the reformers “failed to preserve a right of way for the
leadership of the Holy Ghost and conscience.”428
On August 19, 1886, Spurling and eight others decided to form a new denomination at
the time called the Christian Union. It was dedicated to the idea that its members would deny
creeds and use only the New Testament as their guide. In short, each person could interpret the
scriptures for themselves.
Later in 1896, a series of revival meetings commenced at Shearer’s Schoolhouse. One of
the main foci of the evangelists was Holiness doctrine. As the revival continued, Tomlinson
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wrote, “the people earnestly sought God, and the interest increased until unexpectedly, like a
cloud from a clear sky, the Holy Ghost began to fall on the honest, humble, sincere seekers after
God. While the meetings were in progress, one after another fell under the power of God, and
soon quite a number were speaking in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance.”429
Tomlinson goes on to document that after this, the revival drew local attention, and more people
were filled with the Spirit and spoke with tongues.
Eventually, other supernatural gifts began to manifest. Tomlinson recorded, “the power
of healing was soon realized, and a number of miraculous cases of healings were wrought by the
power of God.”430 In addition, participants exhibited the first type of enthusiasm in that there was
lively worship and shouting. This drew the ire of some other denominations in the area, which
led to a persecution of revival participants. Those opposed to the revival went as far as to burn
meeting houses where revival services were being held.
Tomlinson averred that the revival waned as “false teachers crept in” and that “fanaticism
took possession of some.”431 It is noteworthy that while the participants would have been seen by
many as fanatics, Tomlinson, like the many New Lights before him, had his own level of
tolerance for enthusiastic behavior. He made a distinction between legitimate and illegitimate
behavior, suggesting that even among continuationists there was a certain point that crossed the
line to fanaticism.
As for the extent of the revival, Tomlinson surmised that perhaps approximately one
hundred people were “Baptized in the Holy Spirit” and spoke in tongues. The leaders eventually
saw a need to organize and spread their message. The movement experienced slow growth
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because of regional isolation, but over time the organization changed its name and decided to
have annual conferences to continue to search the scriptures. In 1907 the group formally adopted
the name the Church of God. Later, the denomination would adopt similar pneumatological
perspectives as the Pentecostals who came from the Azusa Street Revival.432
Another influential early Pentecostal revival movement stemmed from the ministry of
Maria Woodworth-Etter. Like the Church of God, she accepted classical Pentecostal beliefs after
the Azusa Street Revival. However, in her early years as a Holiness Evangelist, she already
demonstrated continuationist ideas.
Woodworth’s ministry demonstrated elements of the long history of revivalism. She, like
Whitefield, was itinerant, using whatever structure she could find to hold her meetings, including
a large tent that could hold over 9,000 congregants. Like Finney, her messages were simple and
appealed to the common man. Like the Methodist itinerants, she possessed very little education
but much charisma, and as in the case of the previous revival movements, Woodworth’s
meetings were interdenominational. She even used some of the tactics of Finney, especially the
anxious bench. In addition, Woodworth also promoted experiential religion like her revivalist
forbears.
What was new was the Holiness belief in the “Second Blessing,” which she called the
Baptism of the Holy Spirit. Next to salvation, this was one of her main foci. She called people to
receive a deeper experience with God through the Baptism in the Holy Spirit.
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Like revivalists before her, Woodworth often spoke extemporaneously and sought inward
inclinations on what to preach. This was evident to one newspaper reporter who recalled that
during one service, Woodworth appeared “to be waiting for something and presently her manner
changes, her eyes light up, and the words flow rapidly from her mouth.”433 To be sure,
Woodworth confessed as much to this unprepared preaching style, but instead of seeing it as a
skill she possessed, she believed that her sermons came directly from God. She recalled, “I did
not write my sermons or have sketches of sermons. I would take a text and trust God to lead me
in his own way.”434 On another occasion, she remembered, “there I was, with several hundred
people before me and no text—nothing to talk about. Everything was empty. I began to plead
with Jesus. I told him he had called me to preach; that here was this starving multitude, and I had
no bread to give them. To verify his promise and to glorify himself in manifesting his power
to this people, the words came to me. . .Jesus seemed to whisper in my ear, ‘I am with you; be
not afraid.’”435
Like Lorenzo Dow before her, Woodworth claimed to have received divine
communication when she was called to preach. She first saw a beatific vision of heaven and later
had God speak to her again requiring her to begin her work. At this, she balked because she was
afraid of what people might think, especially since she was a woman, and like Freeborn
Garretson before her, God gave her a vision of hell. She wrote, “then the Lord in a vision caused
me to see the bottomless pit open in all its horror and woe. There was weeping and wailing and
gnashing of teeth. It was surrounded by a great multitude of people who seemed unconscious of
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their danger, and without a moment’s warning, they would tumble into this awful place. I was
above the people on a narrow plank-walk, which wound up toward heaven, and I was exhorting
and pleading with the people to come upon the plank and escape that awful place. Several
started. There was a beautiful bright light above me, and I was encouraging them to follow that
light, and they would go straight to heaven.”436 Even after this terrifying vision, she continued to
be discouraged until the “voice of Jesus” told her not be afraid.437
At first, her husband and family were unwilling to go along with the enterprise. She even
suggested that one of her young children died because she was unable to raise him and do the
ministry that she was called. Eventually, however, after much turmoil, the family relented, and
she gained many followers.
The revival meetings that ensued were top-down rather than bottom-up. These revival
meetings were like the protracted meetings proposed by Finney since the minister was the
catalyst. According to her autobiography, the revivals often transpired when she came to town.
Woodworth wrote several examples of this, one of which the following quote is atypical. “The
church was cold and formal, and many of the best citizens had drifted into skepticism. I knew
that it would take a wonderful display of God’s power to convince the people, so I prayed for
God to display his power, that the sinner might know that God still lives, and that there is a
reality in religion, and might convict him of a terrible judgment.” 438 Generally, she entered an
area that was formal (she often used the phrase dry bones to denote the formality), and her
meetings would initiate awakenings. It is noteworthy that on this occasion, she and her followers
not only prayed for the people to be awakened but to experience enthusiastic behavior. She
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wrote, “we prayed that Christians and sinners might fall as dead men; that the slain of the Lord
might be many.”439 This apparently was effective as she went on to write, “the Lord answered
our prayers in a remarkable manner.”440
Newspapers and her autobiography both suggest that her meetings were well attended.
Some attendees were religious adherents, others were mockers. Like the camp-meetings of the
Second Great Awakening, Woodworth claimed that mockers were often struck with the same
physical manifestations that they were there to mock. However, unlike Cane Ridge’s “jerks,” her
meetings were usually attended with people falling into trance-like states, most often
accompanied with visions. This would happen to sinner and saint alike. Moreover, just like Cane
Ridge, Woodworth claimed that sometimes these manifestations seized people even when they
were not attending her meetings. She alleged these absentee congregants could be miles away or
at work when they were struck with physical manifestations of the Holy Spirit.
Like the two Awakenings before her, Woodworth’s meetings manifested both
enthusiastic behaviors with shouting, jumping, shrieking, trances, and visions. Likewise, the
clamor of the audiences, wherein many spoke simultaneously, was a feature of her meetings.
Often in Woodworth’s services, she was taken in a trance while the proceedings went on, or she
stood back as audience members exhorted, sang, or went into trances. Just as in the early
Awakenings, there were reports of young children who were converted and exhorted the crowd.
One reporter recorded apparent disorder at a Woodworth meeting. He compared her
services to “the old-fashioned Southern negro camps.” His record demonstrates not only the
raucous behavior but the importance of music to the whole affair. He wrote,
After Mrs. Woodworth had preached a sermon of camp meeting revival style, the young women
would sing vociferously, and then the healed in the audience gave testimony…A woman got up
439
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and clapped her hands looked up at the roof of the tent and cried that she saw the Savior
descending upon her. Everybody shouted ‘Amen!’ Bless the Lord!” and above the din could be
heard the voice of Miss Isenberg (traveling singer of Woodworth’s) shouting ‘Sweet Jesus’
‘Sweet Jesus.’ The woman watching the roof was pulled into her seat, and an old man sprang up
and said he had the rheumatic bad, and the devil said he couldn’t be healed. ‘The old liar’
interrupted Miss Porther, indignantly. ‘Yes’ continued the old man’ he’s the biggest liar in two
counties. . .The old man sat down and a young woman sprang up, flung off her hat and began
shouting incoherently, while tears poured down her face…The enthusiasm increased and half a
dozen were on their feet at once telling how they had given their diseases to Jesus…Bursts of
singing started infrequently in all parts of the audience.441
Like her predecessors, Woodworth’s focus was on souls, but she became known for her
trances, earning her the moniker the “trance evangelist.” She also gained notoriety for her
healing ministry. Woodworth claims that while ministering in Indiana, “the Lord showed me
while here that I had the gift of healing, and of laying on of hands for the recovery of the
sick.”442 At this point, she still was unsure about this gift. She said that her concern was for souls
and that she worried if her ministry focused on healing that it would overshadow her evangelistic
efforts. Her fears were soon alleviated, and she claimed, “from this time, God began to lead me
to teach divine healing and pray for the sick. It is now nine years since, and God has healed
thousands of all manner of diseases. Thousands have been brought to Christ by seeing the people
healed.”443
Woodworth purported that under her ministry cancer, diabetes, heart disease, and various
other illnesses were cured. She records one story very similar to Mercy Wheeler’s account,
wherein a young woman who “for about six months…lay in bed, most of the time not being able
to sit up without being propped up with pillows. It was decided by her physicians that there was
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no use in giving her any more medicine.”444 After prayer from Woodworth, the girl was healed.
Unlike the healing of Mercy Wheeler, in which credit for the miracle was given completely to
God, as a miracle done purely from providence, the credit from observers of this miracle seems
to lie in the spiritual gift of Woodworth. To be sure, Woodworth constantly repeated her feelings
of inadequacy when being used of God to do something miraculous, and she ultimately gave the
credit to God, but among observers there was something about Woodworth that led to answered
prayer. This would be a feature of later healing evangelists wherein a healing, although done by
God’s power, resulted with either from the holiness or prayer life of the minister.
It was not only healing miracles that were produced under her ministry. Woodworth also
claimed to have prophesied. Often her prophecies came through her visions. It was not only she
but her followers who confessed to receive prophecies from the Holy Spirit. Woodworth even
claimed that one of her followers saw the destruction of the “Titanic” before it happened.
Woodworth recalled, “she saw the vessel go down, ten or more days before it sank, with its
hundreds of souls on board. She saw it sink out of sight. She saw them first lower the life-boats
and saw them helping the passengers down into the boats, saw the men drag a man who was hid
in a life-boat out and kill him, and throw him into the sea.”445
Among her other extraordinary claims, she once alleged that she and her followers caused
an earthquake through their prayers. This was supposed to be a sign to the unrepentant that they
needed to convert. Woodworth recorded that at the end of one service,
The Lord impressed me to say it was the last call, and to ask all who believed in prayer to fall on
their knees, and raise faces and hands to God, and to ask him to shake the earth; to send an
earthquake, if necessary. The people, five hundred or more, knelt in prayer with hands raised to
heaven, and what a wonderful sight it was! All expecting the Lord to come near in some
wonderful way. The power of God fell in the congregation, and all at once the earth began to
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shake. There was an earthquake, and it was felt, all over the city. It was the time that
Charlestown, South Carolina, was destroyed, and it reached to Anderson, Indiana.446
These were not the only supernatural occurrences that took place in her meetings. Upon
the conversion of some people, she alleged to see their faces glow. In her later years (her postPentecostal days), she also asserted that people were given gifts of the Spirit, including speaking
in tongues.
While Woodworth had many followers, like Davenport before her, she had her critics. In
Woodworth’s recollection her critics usually turned into believers, or, in some cases, a tragedy
befell them. In reality, as she traveled, she faced many challenges. In 1890 a mob tore down her
tent, and a medical doctor, Dr. Saunders, condemned her practices believing her meetings caused
three of his patients to become insane.447 Saunders warned, “these demonstrations (Woodworth’s
meetings) will have to be stopped or more insane asylums built.”448 As for why, people were
reacting the way they did at Woodworth’s revivals, two doctors, Wellington Adams and
Theodore Diller, reported that Woodworth was a hypnotist.449 Other reports also speak of her
hypnotic power, and some concluded that the people healed by Woodworth were, in reality,
experiencing the power of suggestion.
Finally, like Edwards before her, Woodworth believed that the revivals she was
experiencing were the prophesied end-time revivals. While ministers like Backus mused on the
idea of a return of the gifts during an end-time revival, Woodworth not only accepted that it was
the end-times, but that the gifts were being pouring out. She wrote, “the Lord answered our
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prayers in a remarkable manner by stretching forth his hand to heal and sending signs and
wonders in the manifestations and demonstrations of his power. He is pouring out the ‘Latter
Rain’ that the Prophet Joel said should be given just before the Notable Day of the Lord’s
coming.”450 451
Woodworth was not the only proto-Pentecostal evangelist known for their healing
ministry. Scottish-born John Alexander Dowie came to America and also held divine healing
services as well. While Dowie did not completely give up evangelistic preaching, for he believed
healing only came to those who were saved, over time, his ministry took on an emphasis of
divine healing. Dowie believed, like Woodworth, that he possessed the gift of healing. Many of
his followers even called him “Doctor Dowie,” and his publication was entitled “Leaves of
Healing for the Nations.”
Dowie’s career started in Australia, where he had witnessed his wife healed of headaches.
He brought his ministry to the United States and set up organizations designed to spread his
teachings on divine healing called American Divine Healing Associations. Essentially, Dowie
was a continuationist. He, however, added a new idea about healing and sickness. For Dowie,
sickness came from the devil, while healing came from God. He varied greatly from his
Congregationalists forbears (he was a Congregational minister in his early years) who had
believed that sometimes people were sick because it was the will of God. Dowie believed that it
was never God’s will for Christians to be sick, and he taught that all Christians could receive
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divine healing. He wrote, “Christ’s redeeming work extends to the entire being, spirit, soul, and
body. Therefore, Divine Healing, the restoration by the Holy Spirit, through faith in Jesus, so
long as we ‘abide in Him,’ is provided for us through all our earthly pilgrimage.”452
As for why there remained Christians who did not receive healing, Dowie provided
several explanations. First, Dowie concluded that people who remained sick did so because of
their unbelief. Second, some people he taught did not receive their healing because they lived
sinful lives. Lastly, Dowie also condemned Christians on how they treated their bodies. He
wrote, “if you defile the body by any nicotine poison, by the filthy vice of smoking or chewing
tobacco, then you sin against God and your own soul. You sow nicotine and reap cancer; you
sow nicotine, and you reap paralysis; you sow poison in the Flesh, and you reap corruption. That
is in exact accordance with the law of Sin and Death. For disease is the offspring of Father Satan
and Mother Sin, just as much as Death.”453
Despite the hurdles to healing, Dowie claimed that many miracles occurred in his
ministry. Among those cured were people who had cancer, were blind, lame, and long-time
sufferers of various maladies. At times people received their healings after Dowie prayed for
them by laying on hands, but Dowie also noted instances when people who, although
“untouched,” were healed. These healings could occur with special visits to Dowie or in his
many revival meetings. During his ministry, he used “healing rooms,” which were special areas
designated for praying for the sick. If a person claimed to be healed, Dowie often brought them
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before the congregation to give their testimony. Sometimes he would ask for those in the
audience who were healed to simply stand and be counted.
His publications were filled with testimonials from people who were healed in his
ministry. Some he narrated, others he provided a copy of the letter. In one such example the
person healed wrote, “I am very glad to testify on this occasion that I received healing through
Mr. Dowie’s ministry. I met him down at Monterey and told him of my case; he invited me to go
to the meetings. I came two weeks ago and listened to him. I immediately believed the Doctor’s
teaching and went to my room in prayer, and pretty soon I had so much confidence that I threw
off my truss (a medical device to help hernias). I went along until the next Monday, when I had
great pain for a short time; but I left it with the Great Physician; I had full confidence in his
power and willingness, and since that time I have felt no trouble at all, and I have not had on my
truss for two weeks.”454 Sometimes, Dowie kept souvenirs of miracles as in the case of an elderly
lady who was healed of a foot condition, after which she gave Dowie her crutch. Often, he would
line these mementos on the platform during his services as examples of past miracles and to
increase the faith of attendees.
In Dowie’s early ministry, he towed a somewhat orthodox line. He believed that scripture
was the supreme authority. He believed salvation took precedence over healing and gave credit
to God for healings. He also provided scripture as the basis of his beliefs. Dowie believed he was
following in Jesus’s footsteps since Jesus not only preached, but he went about healing people.
In addition, Dowie clung to passages such as Mark 16:17-18 as evidence that the miraculous
gifts should continue for believers.
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Interestingly, although he favored the second type of enthusiastic behavior, he did not
permit the ecstatic emotional behavior of the first type in his services. At best, there was some
emotional music, but this was more like the Moody and Sankey variety. In addition, his sermons
were not the charismatic type of Whitefield and others. Dowie did not seem to have a gift for
oratory; on the contrary, records seem to indicate he was one that would drone on for hours.
Dowie became more radical in his later years, and controversy surrounded his ministry.
His behavior and subsequent downfall would, in many ways, prefigure scandals of prominent
televangelists of the twentieth century. After some success in Chicago, he eventually started a
new denomination called the Christian Catholic Apostolic Church, of which he was the overseer.
After this, he created a town called Zion City, wherein his followers lived and worked.455 Dowie
ran Zion City as a theocratic state. Records indicated that he acted like a king who was
belligerent to many of his devotees. He became very wealthy, and newspapers recorded his
growing appetite for money. One article reported Dowie’s “ambition and determination to have
the finest mansion for a preacher in the world” (one that had a dining room capacity of
thousand).456 The reporter went on to write, “Mr. Dowie frankly declares he has earned these
things by hard work for the church.”457 Dowie’s lavish lifestyle became fodder for newspapers,
as did his autocratic behavior.
In addition to the controversy surrounding his finances, Dowie’s theology changed and
became just as controversial. He started to view himself as a prophet. Eventually, he came to
accept and teach that he was “Elijah the Restorer” and that he was meant to usher in the return of
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Christ. Dowie wrote, “I firmly believe, and so do tens of thousands of God’s people throughout
the world, that I have been sent by God, ‘In the spirit and power of Elijah,’ as a third and last
manifestation of that prophet.”458 By the third manifestation, Dowie meant that the first Elijah
was the one written about in the Old Testament, while the second was John the Baptist, who
Christ said came in the power and spirit of Elijah. Dowie suggested that the Bible spoke of a
final Elijah to come before the return of Christ and that this third manifestation was “in my
person.”459 Dowie later alleged that this revelation came to him when he was in Australia thanks
to an unnamed prominent scholar who declared to him that he was Elijah. After the declaration,
Dowie stated that a ray of light shone upon him to confirm this fact.460
Later, Dowie made other astounding claims. He claimed to be an apostle, and he even
began to don an outfit like an Old Testament high priest. Dowie also made a prediction that the
return of the Lord would be soon, and one report claimed that Dowie was expected to “assume
the power to forgive sins.”461
Dowie also started to demand that his adherents proclaim a loyalty oath. The oath went as
follows, “I vow in the name of God my Father and of Jesus Christ, His Son and my Savior, and
the Holy Ghost that I recognize John Alexander Dowie, general overseer, in his threefold
prophetic office as a messenger of the covenant, the restorer; and I promise to obey all rightful
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orders issued by him and that all family ties and obligations and all relations to all human
governments shall be held subordinate to this vow. This I make in the presence of God.”462

Figure 5. A photograph of John Alexander Dowie in his high priest garments. Christian
History Institute

Dowie’s views on healing also became more radical. Whereas in some of his early
publications, he mentioned that doctors attended his meetings, Dowie began to view doctors as a
threat. He once remarked, “the doctors hate me, the scoundrels. They know that I know all about
them. I know how they murder babes and defile women. The large majority of them are
scoundrels. I know how they drink, lie, and steal.”463 Dowie believed that if a person went to a
doctor for healing or used medicine, they were not putting their faith in God. Therefore, many of
Dowie’s followers refused medical treatment to their detriment. Dowie even forbade doctors
entrance to Zion City along with other things Dowie believed hindered people spiritually. It was
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said of Zion City, “In all the city, ‘not a pig, pill, or physician’ is to be found.”464 Likewise,
oysters, theaters, labor unions, and swearing were also prohibited. Dowie claimed that Zion City
was a paradise where people were happy, and immorality was lacking.465 Interestingly, Dowie
did prove to be a rather successful organizer of the city for a time. Several of the businesses in
the town, all of which were owned by Dowie, for a short time, became relatively successful.
However, the absence of doctors in the town alarmed some in the medical community.
On one occasion, the Chief Inspector of Chicago accused Dowie and his followers of prolonging
the spread of scarlet fever and diphtheria because they refused to let medical authorities know
when people had contracted these illnesses.466 The inspector believed that it primarily came
through the children of Dowieites who still attended school when sick, thus spreading the
disease.
On another occasion, Dowie’s group came under scrutiny when a nine-year-old girl
named Ilma Smith died of an intestinal disease after she was denied medical treatment.467
Likewise, in his Manchester branch, a father was indicted for child cruelty as he forced his
daughter, who had broken her collar bone to lie for days in pain.468
These stories, however, were not as startling as the one involving Dowie’s own daughter.
Dowie had forbidden his daughter to use an alcohol lamp that came with her dresser set. The
daughter disobeyed. One day the flame from the lamp caught her dress on fire, and she was
severally burned. The girl received some reprieve only after a former doctor and follower of
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Dowie disobeyed his orders and provided medical relief by applying Vaseline and bandages.
Other than this, Dowie refused to give her medical treatment, and she died. Before she died, she
warned others to obey her father. She believed her death came about because she disobeyed a
prophet of God. Dowie would later brazenly use the example of his daughter’s death to promote
obedience among his followers.469
Dowie’s controversial actions brought him many critics. One Dr. Talmage said of Dowie
that he was “the most monumental fraud of the latter part of the nineteenth century- An imposter
who, as a blood-thirsty vampire has fastened himself upon this municipal body and intends to
stay against all protests, until he has sucked his fill.”470 He furthered opined that Dowie was, “the
most dangerous of the modern Satan hypnotists.”471
Dowie could be just as terse to his critics. He once called the clergy of Chicago the “hosts
of hell” because of their refusal to accept his ideas.472 He called D.L. Moody a “two-faced liar
and a hypocrite.”473 His diatribes could also be for his listeners. On one occasion, while being
disgusted with the meager offerings he was receiving, he told the audience “a lot of hypocrites. A
lot of low-down thieves and dirty robbers. You have not been giving your lawful tithes, your
sworn tithes, to the store house of Zion… I will pray to God that your houses may burn up
tonight and that you and your wives and children may perish in them, for I want none of such
breed on earth.”474 Dowie’s vociferous rhetoric eventually resulted in a lawsuit for libel.475
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Dowie’s downfall came after his proposed “invasion of New York.” Dowie believed New
York to be one of the most sin-ridden cities. He sent a host of his followers called Restorationists
to canvass the area and bring people to his meetings in Madison Square Garden. The crowds did
come, but their behavior was not what Dowie expected. Dowie was used to having complete
submission in his services and complete support of his claims. Instead of sermons about
repentance, his meetings were lectures in which he tried to persuade an unruly crowd that he was
indeed Elijah the Restorer. This almost led to a riot. The crowds jeered, hissed, and shouted
“imposter” while his followers stood by him, chanting in the affirmative that he was indeed
Elijah.
Many of his other meetings did not go as planned either. He spent his time haranguing
the Freemasons, New Yorkers, and ministers of other denominations that once again earned him
hostility from the crowd. People often simply left the meeting while he was talking, which
irritated Dowie, and he would chide those who got up to leave. At times he would ask his guards
or the police in attendance to shut the doors.
The invasion of New York was a disaster for Dowie. The crowds were so hostile that
Dowie had to leave early on several occasions. Furthermore, many faithful Restorationists
became disillusioned. It was shortly after this that one of his chief lieutenants found out how
Dowie had been mismanaging the businesses in Zion City, and subsequently, a power struggle
ensued.
Dowie made matters worse when he estranged one of his greatest supporters, his wife.
This came after Dowie announced to her and his leaders his proposed polygamous marriages to
seven younger women. He asked Mrs. Dowie for a divorce which she refused even though
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Dowie threatened her with violence. His leaders were also against his polygamous intentions
which hurt his credibility among his inner circle.
Later, Dowie suffered a stroke while trying to start a Zion City colony in Mexico. After
this, Dowie’s power began to wane, and in Zion City, there was a continued power struggle with
many evangelists trying to fill the void left by Dowie. Two years after his stroke, Dowie died,
virtually alone, muttering about his glory days. At his death, the leaders of Zion City said the
movement would continue.
One of the contenders for leadership within Dowie’s organization was an evangelist
named Charles Parham, who came to Zion City before its founder had completely lost influence.
Parham had already been an advocate of divine healing and had developed a healing ministry in
his own right. The faction that followed him, often called the Parhamites, would also cause quite
a stir in the newspapers for their healing methods.476
Parham is mostly remembered for being the father of Pentecostalism. He is the man
responsible for developing the theological doctrine that would form the basis of classical
Pentecostalism. This doctrine was expounded by Azusa Street leaders and still promulgated by
major Pentecostal denominations to this day.
Born in 1873 to nominal Christians in the Midwest, Parham recalled reading the Bible at
an early age and preaching to the cattle he had to watch. He grew up as an invalid, thinking that
one day he would be a physician and help those who struggled with illness. It was during his
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studies as a doctor that Parham began what he felt was a spiritual decline. In addition, his ill
health returned, and he became very bitter. After being visited by a physician who believed there
was not much hope for his ailments, Parham recalled, “the next morning there came to us so
forcibly all those wonderful lessons of how Jesus healed: why could He not do the same today?
We repented like the prodigal. . .Then came into our life that wonderful cleansing power that I
learned later was sanctifying grace while to our body came the mighty power of healing.” 477
Although he believed he was healed, the rheumatic fever left his ankles damaged and only later
while “pleading for deliverance” did his full healing occur. 478
It was after this that Parham took up full-time work in the ministry. He preached
salvation messages and taught that healing was available in his day as it was in the biblical
period. Over time he grew ill again with heart disease that caused him to collapse while
preaching. His doctor warned him against over-taxing himself, but Parham continued to minister.
His wife described what happened next. “One day, Mr. Parham was called to pray for a sick
man, but as he began to pray, the Scripture came to him ‘Physician heal thyself.’ Instead of
praying for the sick man, the burden of his prayer was for his own healing. The power of God
touched his body, and he was made every whit whole. . .Now we would throw away all
medicines, give up doctors and wholly trust Him as our Healer.”479 Soon after this, Parham
began a healing ministry and began to preach healing as part of the work of the atonement.480
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In Kansas, Parham started a ministry called the Bethel Healing Home. This was a place
designed for those who were sick to come and be healed through prayer and other spiritual
exercises. Invalids would come to the home and be taken care of by Parham and his entourage
while constantly participating in Bible lessons, prayer, and church services. The idea was to
create a spiritually uplifting atmosphere where people could increase their faith to receive
healing and perhaps get rid of any hindering sin. One participant described their experience,
The work that is being done here cannot be estimated. It is a house of prayer, and the influence is
felt on coming in the rooms. Hardly a day passes that someone does not come for prayer for their
healing, and some days there are many. Consumptives, dyspeptics, cripples, and people with
almost every known disease come for healing, and the best part of it all is that those that came
for healing always get a spiritual uplift, such as they never knew before. It would be a miserable
mortal indeed who would not praise the Lord after being healed by His wonderful power.481
Parham’s newsletter, the Apostolic Faith, was replete with testimonial after testimonial of
those who were healed through the Bethel Healing Home.
Later, Parham would open a Bible School in Topeka, Kanas. It was partly a Bible school
and partly a Christian commune. Students came to learn about the Bible, but Parham required
that people held all things in common and that the participants trusted God for their physical
needs. During this period, Parham and his followers would develop the Pentecostal doctrine.
It began as the students were about to go on break. Parham, who had been familiar with
Holiness doctrines about the Baptism in the Holy Spirit, questioned his students on how one
could know they had received the Baptism in the Holy Spirit. He required that the student’s
answers must be based on scripture. After the break, the students returned, and according to
Parham, all the students came up with the same answer. The students concluded that the only
scriptural evidence that one received the Baptism in the Holy Spirit was speaking in tongues.
This led them to the conclusion that what many in the Holiness movement believed was the
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Baptism in the Holy Spirit, was in reality a different work, what Parham called “the anointing
that abideth.”482
This new doctrine would make the Baptism in the Holy Spirit a third work of grace, after
salvation and sanctification. This “third blessing” was said to be, as Parham articulated, for
empowering Christians to be witnesses for Jesus.483 Interestingly, Parham suggested that people
were wrong when they believed the evidence of the Baptism in the Holy Spirit was “shouting,
leaping, jumping, and falling in trances.” In fact, Parham generally had a disdain for this type of
behavior. For Parham, the only true evidence of the baptism of the Holy Spirit was what he
called the “scriptural evidence,” speaking in tongues. 484
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The scriptural proof that Parham and his students used to propagate their new doctrine would later be
adopted by many Pentecostal denominations and ministers. Essentially Parham argued that according to the book of
Acts any time a person is filled with the Spirit they spoke in tongues. Parham cites three main instances as examples
of this. The first was the day of Pentecost as the disciples were filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke in tongues. The
next example is from Acts chapter 10 in which Cornelius (a Gentile) and his family were filled with the Spirit and
spoke in tongues. A final example is given in Acts chapter 19 wherein twelve Ephesian disciples, who were only
baptized into John’s Baptism and knew nothing of the Holy Spirit, were said to have been filled with the Spirit and
speak in tongues after Paul laid hands on them.
Later other proof texts would be adopted by subsequent generations of Pentecostals. For example, the
Assemblies of God doctrinal statement claims that Acts chapter 8 and Acts chapter 9 are as also proof texts that
Spirit Baptism is followed by speaking in tongues. However, they claim it is implied in these passages. In Acts
chapter 8, what some scholars call the “Samaritan Pentecost,” Peter and John are sent to Samaria to lay hands on
Samaritan converts who believed in Jesus and were baptized but had not received the Holy Spirit (incidentally this
passage is used as a proof text of a subsequent experience to salvation). The Bible states, “When Simon saw that the
Spirit was given at the laying on of the apostles’ hands, he offered them money and said, “Give me also this ability
so that everyone on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy Spirit.” (KJV)
The Assemblies of God concludes that when it states Simon “saw” that the Spirit was given it means that
Simon could see some physical manifestation of the Spirit when he was given to people, which they presume is
speaking in tongues. In Acts chapter 9 the Bible records the conversion of Paul. Paul was filled with Spirit and later
in 1 Corinthians 14:18 Paul claims to “speak in tongues more than all of you.” Therefore, according to the
Assemblies of God it is implied that Paul, upon being filled with Spirit, spoke in tongues.
In addition, the Assemblies of God, unlike Parham, made a distinction between speaking in tongues at the
point of being Baptized in the Holy Spirit and the gift of speaking in tongues in 1 Corinthians 12. Parham believed
these experiences were one and the same. In fact, Parham believed that a person who spoke in tongues spoke an
actual language, and therefore, could use that language to evangelize. Some later Pentecostals accepted the idea that
the tongue spoken could be an angelic language or ecstatic speech instead of an earthly language.
Parham delineates a truly inspired language from ecstatic speech. He wrote, “No one in the true Apostolic
work ever claims the Baptism of the Holy Spirit until he speaks fluently and smoothly in another language. No
repetition of sounds or chattering are very accepted unless it occurs at the first of the baptism but must speedily give
way to a clear real language that you are able to use without any undue emotions or unnatural action of the body.”
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It was after he and his students accepted this theological concept that one of the students,
a woman by the name of Agnes N. Ozman, asked for Parham and her classmates to pray for her
that she may receive the Baptism in the Holy Spirit with the accompanying Biblical evidence.
Ozman recorded her experience; she wrote, “it came into my heart to ask Bro. Parham to lay
hands upon me that I might receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. It was as his hands were laid upon
my head that the Holy Spirt fell upon me, and I began to speak in tongues glorifying God. I
talked several languages, and it was clearly manifested when a new dialect was spoken. I had the
added joy and glory my heart longed for and depth of the presence of the Lord within that I had
never known.”485
There is a variation in the accounts as to what happened to Ozman after she received the
Baptism of the Holy Spirit. In Ozman’s account, she claimed that she spoke Bohemian, whereas
Parham claimed it was Chinese. Parham made the additional claim that she spoke in tongues for
three days and had to write in English in order to answer questions. In contrast, Ozman’s account
suggested she spoke normally in the following days encouraging her fellow students to seek the
Holy Spirit and not seek tongues, for she knew many wanted to speak in tongues.
After this, the dormitories were cleared and became prayer rooms where Parham and his
students sought the Baptism in the Holy Spirit. After days of intense prayer, Parham stated, “on
the night of the 3rd of January 1901, we were all assembled in an upper room. A most wonderful

Parham also alleged that he followed Paul’s guidance on the use of tongues. He claimed that he not only
spoke in tongues but sang in tongues. He also stated that he contained his tongue speech when ministering to people
in English. This harkens to Paul’s teaching to not speak in tongues at public meetings without an interpreter (1
Corinthians 14:28).
As for Parham’s own tongue his wife recorded that he spoke Swedish while in Topeka. Parham wrote in his
book, The Everlasting Gospel, that he often spoke in Yiddish. He believed that this would allow him to minister to
Jews in Palestine. Parham alleged that many of the people under his ministry who spoke in tongues had their
tongues verified by various sources. On one occasion his wife recorded that a Rabbi came to their school and
confirmed that one of their students spoke in Hebrew will reading from an English Bible.
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power pervaded the atmosphere, and twelve students were filled with the Holy Ghost and began
to speak with other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance, while several in the room saw
above their heads cloven tongues of fire, as in the days of old.”486 What is striking about this
passage is Parham’s connection between this event and the day of Pentecost in the book of Acts,
since their meeting took place in an upper room and some of the students claimed that in addition
to speaking in tongues, they saw “cloven tongues of fire” like the disciples did in Acts 2.
After this experience, Parham and his students took this new doctrine with them wherever
they ministered. Parham also took with him several other nominal teachings that gained some
acceptance amongst early Pentecostal adherents, such as Jesus-only immersion, forbidding the
use medicine and doctors, and Anglo-Zionism.487 Parham even took this teaching of speaking in
tongues to Zion City and caused a rift between those who accepted this doctrine and those who
did not.
Parham eventually moved to Texas and established a school in Houston. It was at this
school that one of Parham’s students, who could not even sit in the classroom because he was
black (Parham enforced Jim Crow laws), would take Parham’s belief about the Baptism in the
Holy Spirit with him when he went to Los Angeles California. This man was William J.
Seymour, who, although not the progenitor of Pentecostal doctrine, was responsible for leading
the revival that would propel this teaching throughout the world, the Azusa Street Revival.
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Parham came to believe that the long-held formula for water baptism by the Church was incorrect.
Instead of the traditional Trinitarian pronunciation, Parham averred that a person was to be baptized “in the name of
Jesus.” In addition, Parham espoused a theory that Anglo-Saxons were the descendants of the lost ten tribes of
Israel. Moreover, Parham believed in what was known as 8th day creationism, which taught that God created nonwhites on the sixth day of creation and then created whites on the eighth day. Probably one of Parham’s more
controversial beliefs, like Dowie before him, was that he gave up the use of doctors and medicine.
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Chapter V
The Azusa Street Revival
“And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them
utterance.”- Acts 2:4

In 1906, in a fly infested unventilated whitewashed building on 312 Azusa Street Los
Angles California, people gathered and worshipped God in revival meetings that lasted for two
years. The meetings were lively, marked with a cacophony of people shouting, jerking, falling on
the floor, rolling, and dancing. Indeed, like the First and Second Great Awakening, the people at
the Azusa Street Revival, would see their fair share of the first type of enthusiastic behavior; as
eyewitness Frank Bartleman reported, “men would fall all over the house, like the slain in battle.
. .the scene often resembled a forest of fallen trees.”488 In addition, one Los Angeles reporter
caustically remarked, “night is made hideous in the neighborhood by the howlings of the
worshippers, who spend hours swaying forth and back in a nerve-racking attitude of prayer and
supplication.” 489
The pastor of the Azusa Street Mission, and the leader of this revival, was William J.
Seymour, described by Bartleman as a “black man, blind in one eye, very plain, spiritual, and
humble.”490 While Seymour was the overseer of the revival meetings, the services were mostly
an open forum since parishioners believed only the Holy Spirt should lead the meetings. Anyone,
black or white, male or female, member or visitor, could speak and exhort the congregation, or
share what the Lord had revealed to them. Moreover, lively songs were sung without the aid of
hymnals and in no order, only as the Spirit led. Despite all the raucous behavior, what stood out
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most to the people who visited this little mission, was the practice of speaking in tongues. A
reporter critical of the meetings wrote that at the Azusa Street Mission, “they claim to have ‘the
gift of tongues’ able to comprehend the babel (sic).” Later mimicking the scene, he recalled,
“You-oo-oo gou-loo-loo come under the bloo-oo-oo boo-loo shouts an old colored mammy in a
frenzy of religious zeal.”491 The pervasiveness of speaking in tongues at this revival was
confirmed by the church’s newsletter that boasted “many were speaking in new tongues.”492 This
practice of speaking in tongues would be adopted by other congregations in the city, the country,
and the rest of the world.
As noted in the introduction, Pentecostalism is the fastest growing branch of Christianity
today.493 Since many modern Pentecostal leaders and denominations trace their origins to this
revival, it makes the Azusa Street Revival noteworthy of analysis. Moreover, its widespread
impact makes the Azusa Street Revival integral to American religious history as much as the
First and Second Great Awakening. Furthermore, Azusa Street stands out because it not only
affected America but the world. Revival historian, Cecil Robeck, comments on the revival’s
impact on the Pentecostal movement and its worldwide numerical growth. He writes,
“Pentecostal groups in the United States that acknowledge the revival as an important factor in
their later origin are the Assemblies of God, the Pentecostal Assemblies of the World, the United
Pentecostal Churches, the Vineyard Christian Fellowship, Victory Outreach, La Asamblea
Apostólica de la Fe en Cristo Jesús, Inc. and its Mexican counterpart, La Iglesia Apostólica de la
Fe in Cristo Jesús. Their impact on the world can be illustrated by looking at the number of
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members and adherents of just the Assemblies of God. . .today the Assemblies of God claims 2.5
million members and adherents in the United States and 53 million worldwide.”494
To be sure, historians have debated about the true origins of Pentecostalism. Its
theological genesis assuredly originated from Charles Parham and his Topeka school, but its
meteoritic rise is due in large part to the Azusa Street Revival. Azusa was not only significant in
that it brought Pentecostalism to areas and people that had not known Pentecostalism, but also
for bringing the doctrine espoused by Parham to people who were already predisposed to
continuationism and who had existing institutions such as the Church of God in Christ and the
Church of God (Cleveland TN).
Like the Businessman’s Revival before it, Azusa began from quaint origins. It started
after William J. Seymour attended Parham’s school in Texas. There, he learned the doctrine of
the Baptism in the Holy Spirit with the “scriptural evidence” of speaking in tongues. Though
Seymour did not have this experience while in Texas, he accepted the doctrine and began to
preach it. Parham had hoped Seymour would play a role in reaching the black community in
Texas and was somewhat disappointed when Seymour left for Los Angeles after he was invited
to become the pastor of a Holiness church in Los Angeles by Julia Hutchinson.
Seymour went to Los Angeles with much hope; however, he became disappointed as his
teaching on the Baptism in the Holy Spirit was rejected and he was locked out of the church. It
was after this rejection that Seymour stayed with the Lee family. Eventually Seymour’s host,
Edward Lee, received the Baptism in the Holy Spirit and spoke in tongues. It was during this
time that Seymour and a small group of followers began to have cottage prayer meetings at the
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home of the Asberry’s on Bonnie Brae Street. On April 9, 1906, several attendees of the
meetings also received the Baptism in the Holy Spirit, although Seymour did not experience it
until a couple of days later. Subsequently, the attendance of these meetings began to grow, and
the services were so filled that the porch used to hold congregants buckled under the weight of
the parishioners, leaving the faithful no other choice but to look for a building that would house
their services. They soon leased the building on 312 Azusa Street which became known as the
Azusa Street Mission.
This mission would be the nerve center of the revival and the Pentecostal movement that
spread from it. In contrast to earlier Awakenings which had no particular epicenter, this revival
was managed by a local congregation and its pastor. The leadership of this congregation was
predominantly African American, and some historians believe this played a role in associating
early Pentecostalism with the highly emotional services that were common amongst African
American churches.495
As noted, singing, shouting, clapping, dancing, falling were all featured in this revival. In
fact, the Azusa Mission noted they received the nickname “Holy Rollers,” which, like the
Quakers and Shakers before them, denotes a penchant for enthusiasm. Interestingly, the jerks
made a comeback after a noticeable decline following the Second Great Awakening. In the
newsletter written by the leaders of the Azusa Street Mission called The Apostolic Faith, one
writer noted, “there is shaking such as the early Quakers had and which the old Methodists called
the ‘jerks.’”496
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As there were claims during the Second Great Awakening that people were touched by
God even if they were not in the meetings, the same was claimed by Bartleman who
wrote, “conviction was mightily on the people. They would fly to pieces even on the street,
almost without provocation. A very ‘blood line’ seemed to be drawn around Azusa Mission by
the Spirit. When men came within two or three blocks of the place, they were seized with
conviction.”497Likewise, as in the Second Great Awakening there were claims that detractors
joined in the enthusiasm. The Apostolic Faith reported, “Proud, well dressed preachers come in
to investigate; Soon their high looks are replaced with wonder, then conviction comes, and very
often you will find them in a short time wallowing on the dirty floor, asking God to forgive them
and make them as little children.”498 This comment demonstrates there was a continued tradition
from the Second Great Awakening of valuing the lowly and abased over the learned and
sophisticated. Reminiscent of Peter Cartwright, this idealizing of the lowly is seen in a comment
from the Apostolic Faith,
Many people today think we need new churches, (that is to say church buildings) stone
structures, brick structures, modern improvements, new choirs, trained singers, right from the
conservatories, paying from seven to fifteen hundred dollars a year for singing, fine pews, fine
chandeliers…Sinners have gone to the meeting house, heard a nice, fine eloquent oration on
Jesus, or on some particular church or on some noted man. . .We wonder why sinners are not
being converted, and why it is that the church is always making improvements, and failing to do
the work that Christ called her to do. It is because men have taken the place of Christ and the
Holy Spirit.499
Furthermore, as in the first two Awakenings, meetings at Azusa would contain the same
type of “disorder” that worried critics like Charles Chauncey two centuries before. This disorder
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was due to the services being run like an open forum with a very democratic style akin more to
the Quaker meetings in which people who felt compelled to speak could speak. Frank Bartleman
wrote, “we were brethren. We had no human program; the Lord Himself was leading. We had no
priest class, nor priest craft...We did not even have a platform or pulpit in the beginning. All
were on one level. The ministers were servants, according to the true meaning of the word. We
did not honor men for their advantage in means or education, but rather for their God-given
gifts.”500
Like previous revival meetings extemporaneous exhorters came from all stocks, and
particular attention was given to young people who would periodically be filled with the Spirit
and exhort the parishioners. Moreover, as in the earlier revivals, the leaders of Azusa gave
women greater leeway to speak in services. Part of this was due to the belief by Azusa leaders
that anyone could prophesy, by which was meant a person could receive a divine word from God
for the people. This position was defended in the 1908 January edition of the Apostolic Faith.
The scriptural proof they provided, like Maria Woodworth, was Joel’s prophecy that both sons
and daughters would prophecy in the last days.
Besides the openness to exhorters, the services also seemed to have much going on at one
time and even when it was not spiritual. On one occasion it was noted “in the meetings, it is
noticeable that while some in the rear are opposing and arguing others are at the altar falling
down under the power of God and feasting on the good things of God.”501
While the central message of the Azusa Street Mission was the same as many Holiness
congregations, emphasizing salvation and a holy lifestyle, Azusa became more known for its
continuationist beliefs, especially concerning the Baptism in the Holy Spirit. Like Parham,
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Seymour taught that Christians could have three distinct experiences. The first was salvation
followed by sanctification. Seymour held to the classic Wesleyan view of an experiential
sanctification wherein the faithful would experience a moment of elation subsequently to live a
holier life. The third experience was the Baptism in the Holy Spirit evidenced by speaking in
tongues, which normally came after intense prayer. Although people could have these three
distinct experiences over a period of time it was believed it could happen close together as one
report claimed, “in about an hour and a half, a young man was converted, sanctified, and
baptized with the Holy Ghost, and spoke with tongues.”502
Since the Azusa leaders believed God was pouring out the “Latter Rain,” meaning an
end-time revival said to be predicted by the Bible wherein the apostolic gifts would be restored,
then it is not surprising that the accounts of Azusa are filled with the second type of enthusiastic
behavior.503 This is especially true since Azusa adherents believed speaking in tongues was the
sign one was Baptized in the Holy Spirit. It was also common practice to speak in tongues even
after one was initially filled with the Spirit. This enthusiastic behavior was not only common but
much reported and emphasized, and this emphasis on speaking in tongues marks a distinction
between Azusa and the earlier revivals in American history because speaking in tongues was not
pervasive in early America.
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The reference to the “Latter Rain” is found in Joel 2:23. “Be glad then, ye children of Zion, and rejoice
in the LORD your God: for he hath given you the former rain moderately, and he will cause to come down for you
the rain, the former rain, and the latter rain in the first month.” This passage was interpreted by many Pentecostals to
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Since the doctrine and the practice of speaking in tongues was new, it meant Azusa
leaders had to spend much time providing scriptural proof of its validity. The scriptural
arguments that the Apostolic Faith utilized included those laid out by Charles Parham (Acts 2,
10, and 19 see footnote in chapter 4) but of particular importance to Azusa leaders was a
reference about speaking in tongues and the practice of spiritual gifts in Mark 16:17-18. This
passage, in fact, would be utilized often by early Pentecostals as evidence for continuationism.504
As for the experiential evidence of speaking in tongues, the Apostolic Faith provided
story after story about people who “receive their Pentecost,” (a reference to being Baptized in the
Holy Spirit) and spoke in tongues. In one such testimonial Jennie Moore recorded her
experience. She wrote, “we attended the meeting, the power of God fell and I was baptized in the
Holy Ghost and fire, with the evidence of speaking in tongues…As I thought thereon and looked
to God, it seemed as if a vessel broke within me and water surged up through my being, which
when it reached my mouth came out in a torrent of speech in the languages which God had given
me.” 505 Likewise, Glenn Cook wrote, “The Holy Ghost now settled down on me, and I could
feel the power going through me like electric needles. The Spirit taught me that I must not resist
the power but give way and become limp as a piece of cloth. When I did this, I fell under the
power, and God began to mold me and teach me…it was now time for me to arise and go to
work, so I got up without speaking in tongues. I Believe I would have spoken in tongues then if I
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had remained in the hands of the Lord long enough. About thirty hours afterwards, while sitting
in the meeting on Azusa Street, I felt my throat and tongue begin to move, without any effort on
my part. Soon I began to stutter and then out came a distinct language which I could hardly
restrain.”506
Most testimonials about being filled with the Spirit and speaking in tongues report feeling
a sense of ecstasy. It is normally always accompanied with some other outward manifestation
besides tongues such as tears, shouting, or falling. Because this experience was crucial to revival
leaders, the editors of the Apostolic Faith also provided tips on how to receive the Spirit. Just
like Glenn Cook’s above comment suggests, the person is told to empty their mind, and to have
faith that they are going receive the Baptism. For the leaders of Azusa, doubt and resistance were
the main hinderances to receiving this experience. For example, one unnamed editor wrote, “you
do not have to strain your mind in order to receive the Holy Ghost, but just believe the Word of
Jesus and the Lord pours the Holy Ghost into your heart just as freely as the air you breathe.”507
In addition to emptying oneself, seekers were encouraged not to worry if the tongues they
initially spoke were not fluent. Describing the experience of a person who received the Holy
Ghost while at work, The Apostolic Faith reported “she spoke a few utterances in tongues, and as
time went on it became more fluent.”508
The reason for the importance of fluency may have to do with the issue over what exactly
tongues were. Many were convinced these were actual spoken languages instead of ecstatic
speech. Indeed, accounts in the Apostolic Faith are filled with testimonials of people verifying
what language they spoke. Since most in the Azusa Mission were unlearned and unilingual, they
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had to rely on those who spoke the languages. The following is an atypical account of the
verification process. “A man from the central part of Mexico, an Indian, was present in the
meeting and heard a German sister speaking in his tongue, which the Lord had given her. He
understood, and through the message that God gave him through her, he was most happily
converted so that he could hardly contain his joy.”509 In some cases there are reports that experts
in the language verified that the tongues spoken were actual languages.
To console those who spoke what sounded like gibberish, another editor of the paper
wrote, “there are 50,000 languages in the world. Some of them sound like jabber. The Eskimo
can hardly be distinguished from a dog bark. The Lord lets smart people talk in these jabber-like
languages. Then He has some child talk in the most beautiful Latin and Greek just to confound
professors and learned people.”510 Moreover, a person who was unable to determine what
particular tongue they spoke were encouraged not to, “hunt around for somebody to
interpret…people may tell you it is some kind of gibberish you are speaking, but you know that
it means something because the Holy Ghost gave it to you…the interpretation is unlocked by
prayer.”511
As this quote suggests, tongues were also sometimes accompanied by an interpretation.
On some occasions this was done by having a polyglot interpret the message. On other occasions
this was done by people claiming to have the spiritual gift of interpretation of tongues as
recorded in 1 Corinthians 12:10. The Apostolic Faith recorded several messages in tongues that
came with subsequent interpretations.
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In one instance the young daughter of a prominent citizen named Dr. Keyes interpreted a
message in tongues which was subsequently verified by a missionary from Africa named Sister
Mead. The interpretation was as follows:
Jesus is coming again, coming again so soon, and we shall meet Him then. Prepare your hearts
now, for the Lord is coming soon, and ye know not the hour. If you are not prepared, you will
not go with Jesus. He sees each heart, and wants to prepare them for His coming, Seek Him now,
for some day it will be too late. The Lord says: ‘I will bless all those who seek me with all their
hearts, for God is no respecter of persons. The Love of God is so great.’ He says, ‘come unto me’
come unto me, and I will give you rest. I will baptize you with the Holy Ghost and with fire.’512
Another recorded interpretation is from William Seymour, and it occurred at a meeting of
ministers:
We acknowledge Christ only. His truth, His Word. We must tarry much before Him. We must
acknowledge that He is in our midst, walking among the golden candlesticks, pruning, purging.
He who moved among the golden candlesticks is moving in our midst now. We must recognize
Him alone as Head over all, and know no man after the flesh. The Spirit of God will teach us if
we keep low in love and humility before Him. Our Lord says, ‘I smile upon you, when you are
seeking My will, My glory only. There must be no glorying in names or orders or systems, only
in myself alone. All fullness is in me, all power is in My Gospel.513
Many of the recorded interpretations in the Apostolic Faith have much in common with
the two reproduced above. They mostly invoke Biblical images calling people to repent and
come to the faith that was being preached at Azusa. In some cases, interpreted tongues were a
series of passages from scriptures, and other times they included a warning about the last days.
In one interesting example, the Apostolic Faith records a message that was only partially
interpreted. The message occurred while sister Mildred was preaching. The scene is recorded in
stenographic format:
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“She began to wave her arms and preach in tongues and interpret... ‘He that comes unto
me, I will in no wise cast out.’ (Tongues.) ‘The Lord has prepared me to preach His Gospel.’
(Tongues.) ‘Jesus is coming soon’ (Tongues.) ‘He will take away His bride, one will be taken
and the other left.”514
Interestingly, to receive an interpretation in tongues the Apostolic Faith gave the same
advice for those seeking the Baptism in the Holy Spirit. The person was not to try too hard and
simply give in to the Spirit, emptying their mind. The newsletter stated, “you do not have to
strain to interpret. You do not use your mind at all. The Lord God uses your vocal organs and the
words come out without your having anything to do with it.”515
The phenomena of speaking in tongues led to other questions about this apostolic gift
including singing in tongues (more on this later) and even writing in tongues. In the first issue of
the Apostolic Faith the editor wrote, “the Lord has given the gift of writing in unknown
languages.”516 Thomas Junk testified that a “young Hebrew” who had recently converted saw
some of Junk’s writings he had done in tongues and confirmed that they were Hebrew. The
young man then took it to a Hebrew scholar who verified that the writing was Hebrew. Junk says
that the interpretation turned out to be various scriptures, and that it was difficult to convince the
young man that he had no previous training in Hebrew.517 Yet despite these positive testimonials
in a later issue of the Apostolic Faith, the phenomena of writing in tongues was denounced by
the editors of the Apostolic Faith on Biblical grounds. The statement reads, “we do not read
anything in the word about writing in unknown languages, so we do not encourage that in our
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meetings. Let us measure everything by the Word…We have found it questionable where any
real good has come out of such writing.”518 This occurrence of writing in tongues demonstrates
two things. First, it showed there was some experimentation among Azusa Street leaders.
Second, it demonstrates that they were still willing to make the Bible the final say on their
behavior. Since writing in tongues is non-biblical it was discontinued despite confirmation of its
supernatural origin by Junk.
Despite the integral role of tongues in the revival, Seymour, like Parham before him, set
limits on the use of tongues that he believed was backed by Paul’s teaching on tongues in 1
Corinthians 14. Seymour wrote, “The Holy Ghost is always in order. If you have the real gift of
tongues and you find the Lord has not given you the gift of prophecy to interpret, and you find
that all your sermon is in tongues, you may sit down and give somebody else a chance. Do not
go on for half an hour speaking in tongues. The Scriptures says to be silent.”519 Furthermore, in
answer to the question “in meetings should a number speak in tongues at the same time?” the
Apostolic Faith answered “no; except as God sends a wave of the Spirit over the saints.
Sometimes the Spirit will come as a shower or a rushing wind and everybody may speak that has
the power. But it is not in order or Bible regulation for all to speak in tongues at once.” 520This
comment suggests that leaders of the revival understood the Biblical injunction against
parishioners simultaneously speaking in tongues in a church service, while still maintaining the
belief that there were times it was acceptable. Interestingly, these acceptable times were
subjective. The editor went on to record, “yet sometimes God works in ways that we do not just
understand. But for the edification of all, there comes a time when we have to get back the 14th
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chapter of First Corinthians.”521 Seymour wrote more on the issue. “Many times, when we were
receiving this blessed Pentecost, we all used to break out in tongues; but we have learned to be
quieter with the gift. Often when God sends a wave upon us, we all may speak in tongues for a
while, but we will not keep it up while preaching service is going on. For we want to be obedient
to the Word, that everything may be done decently and in order and without confusion.”522 This
again demonstrates there was some experimentation at the Azusa revival and much subjectivity,
holding in tension a firm rule from the Bible and a subjective feeling about “waves” of the Spirit
that would override the hard and fast rule from Corinthians. This attempt to teach Pentecostals to
use their gifts within Biblical guidelines also prompted the leaders to warn parishioners not to
speak in tongues on their own ability or on command. It was believed one could speak only as
the Holy Spirit gave the person the power to do so.
As these records indicate, Seymour and his parishioners believed speaking in tongues to
be a form of divine communication to and from God. This, however, was not the only form of
divine communication experienced by Azusa participants. Like revivalists of the earlier eras,
Azusa adherents also received visions that were often accompanied by trances. The Apostolic
Faith recorded the vision of a little girl who saw “a great dark ball, black as could be, and as it
rolled slowly a large grey surface came in sight.” After this the words “Pacific Ocean” came to
her. As the ball rolled on, she then saw a “large bright spot, bright as an electric light, and the
words ‘Los Angeles.’”In the brightness the girl could see the face of Jesus accompanied by
angels. 523 This vision, of course, was meant to demonstrate the supernatural origins of the Azusa
Street Revival.
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Sometimes, visions accompanied healings as in the case of Mrs. May Evans who was in a
“spirit of prayer” until 2:30 in the morning. At that moment she raised her eyes and saw
“beautiful rolling clouds and Jesus suspended in the midst.” It was at this point she knew the
vision was about her healing. This vision was interesting because it was seen by two others.
According to Evans, Sister Crawford and Sister Junk also saw Jesus who revealed to them Evans
was to be healed; and subsequently she was.524
Another interesting vision recorded in the Apostolic Faith was an obvious metaphor for
the theological dispute that existed between the early Pentecostal movement and their Holiness
forbears who did not accept the new teaching on the Baptism in the Spirit. In the vision, the
unnamed visionary saw ten virgins (an obvious illusion to the Biblical parable). Five were wise,
(the Pentecostals) and five were foolish, which were those who resisted the teaching of the
Baptism in the Holy Spirit (Holiness believers). In the vision the foolish virgins cried “there is
nothing in it, we got it when we were sanctified, and we are satisfied.” But the visionary warned
that these virgins would lose the oil in their lamp without the Baptism in the Holy Spirit. The
anonymous author cautioned “do not oppose the baptism with the Holy Ghost and fire, for if you
oppose it your lamp will go out.”525
Like previous visions, there were also those who claimed to visit heaven. In one case a
little girl named Myrtle claimed, “I came to a city of many streets. There seemed to be a division
in the city, there was a narrow street that separated. On one side of the streets were clean and
paved, the buildings were of marble and strong, and there was a car there with the words on the
front. TO ZION. On the side of the car was TO THE BEAUTIFUL CITY OF GOD. On the dirty
street was a dirty car, and on the front was TO HELL on the side was GOING DOWN.” After
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getting into the clean car, she asked if she could go to the unclean car bound for hell and rescue
souls. Five went with her. After viewing those who went to Hell and watching Jesus close the
gate on Satan, she went to heaven and recorded, “I saw that everything was beautiful. The mists
rolled away. Beautiful flowers appeared.” After this she went to the “palace” of Jesus who was
dressed in a multi-color garment that shined. Interestingly, there was a Christmas feast being
celebrated in heaven, complete with the molding decorated with holly. After a tour by Jesus,
Christ furnished a chariot to send her back home.”526
Prophecy also became a feature of the revival. The second edition of the Apostolic Faith
recorded the prophecies of an unlearned launderess named Mary Glammond. She claimed to
have prophesied the victory of the Japanese in the Russo Japanese war. In addition, she
prophesied of earthquakes that hit California. She also prophesied that under Seymour’s ministry
there would be many souls saved and converted.527
Even though tongues, interpretation of tongues, visions, dreams, and prophecy would
communicate God’s will, there was still much acceptance of the idea that people could be
“impressed” or hear something from God by an inward voice. A good example of this can be
found in the first edition of the Apostolic Faith which claimed, “we publish it with the clear
leading of the Lord,” implying that the publication itself and the articles contained therein were
all directed by God. 528 Seymour writing to those who were unsure of what their calling was,
remarked, “the Lord will lead you by His small voice.”529 This idea of the small voice hearkened
back to the long tradition of impulses and impressions exhibited in early Awakenings.
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Other supernatural gifts were also said to have been active during this revival. One that
featured prominently was healing. A multitude of testimonials are recorded in the Apostolic
Faith claiming that God had miraculously healed a variety of ailments from heart conditions to
arthritis. One such testimonial of healing reports:
Sister Seeley…had been suffering eight years from rupture. She could not live without her
medicine and was subject to sudden spells of great pain. During the last attack, she decided to
trust fully in the Lord. She came to Azusa Street and asked prayers, and as hands were laid on
her and prayer was being offered, Bro. Seymour got the witness that she was healed, and at the
same moment she felt a thrill of joy throughout her being, and knew the work was done. She has
since taken no medicine and her healing is perfect.530
At the Azusa Mission crutches, canes, and even eyeglasses were kept on display as
mementoes that God had healed. The Apostolic Faith recorded, “canes, crutches, medicine
bottles, and glasses are being thrown aside as God heals. That is the safe way. No need to keep
an old crutch or medicine bottle of any kind around after God heals you. Some in keeping some
such appliances as a souvenir, have been tempted to use them again and have lost their
healing.”531 This last comment is significant because it suggests that the efficacy of the healing
was in part due to the believer. The leaders of Azusa held similar views about healing as Parham
and Dowie. “Sickness is all the work of Satan” wrote the Apostolic Faith.532 Moreover, like
Dowie and Parham, the Azusa leaders were also against the use of medicine. When asked “do
you teach that it is wrong to take medicine?” the answer was “Yes, for saints to take medicine.
Medicine is for unbelievers, but the remedy for the saints of God we will find in James 5:14.”533
The Azusa leaders argued that if the church was the body of Christ, it did not make sense for
Christ to allow his body to be diseased. Like Parham, Azusa leaders held to the idea that healing
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was in the atonement and that according to Mark 16:18 healing would be a sign that followed all
believers (see chapter 4 footnote 480).
One new feature at the Azusa revival regarding healing was the use of handkerchiefs. The
handkerchiefs, which would eventually be known as prayer cloths, were pieces of cloth that were
prayed over and then sent to those who needed a miracle. This practice stemmed from a passage
in Acts 19 in which people took Paul’s clothing and upon contact with the supernaturally
empowered cloth were healed.534 The Apostolic Faith records several testimonials of healing
from handkerchiefs. In one instance it noted, “A brother living in the east had been down sick for
quite a while and sent a handkerchief to be blessed as in Bible times. His sister brought it to the
Mission, praying for the Lord to show her to whom she was to give it, and the Lord showed her
to give it to Sister Salle Trainero. She immediately took it upstairs and as she knelt before the
Lord, the Spirit came upon her in great power and she prayed in tongues and kissed the
handkerchief three times, as the Spirit seemed to lead her. It was sent with a prayer and the
brother was immediately healed.” 535
Healings, whether physical or spiritual, could often be accompanied with exorcisms, a
prominent feature of this revival. There are several reports of casting out demons, however, few
with much detail. There is one account of a spiritualist who was said to have a “legion of
demons” and was delivered from demonic possession. The account of her deliverance reads:
The devil threw her on the floor where she fought and foamed froth out of her mouth saying ‘I
hate Jesus Christ many times, and blasphemed God in the most diabolic manner possible to
imagine. She pointed right up in faces of those praying for her, with a hellish laugh, challenging
534
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and defying God Almighty, saying ‘Ha! Ha! She is mine ha! Ha! She belongs to me etc.’Well we
prayed in Jesus name till she was gloriously delivered, and settled down like a lamb at the feet of
Jesus and for hours prayed and praised Him, until He forgave her, then cleansed her heart, and
since then she has been seeking her Pentecost.536
Azusa leaders also recorded other miraculous encounters, including the raising of the
dead. In a similar story to William Tennent, a Miss Eula Wilson had been given up for dead by
the doctors. As she was laid out for burial “she suddenly raised up and said O Mama I have been
to heaven and Jesus has healed me and told me to eat, drink, and walk.”537 The account went on
to detail the girl’s visit to heaven which followed many previous stories like it, detailing the
beauty and the myriads of heavenly worshipers. Like Tennent before her, she was apprehensive
about returning to the land of the living, but she claimed the Lord promised when she returned,
she would receive her healing, which she did.
As in the first two Awakenings, music played a key role in the Azusa Street Revival.
While it has normally fallen under the category of the first type of enthusiastic behavior, at
Azusa Street, music could fall under both categories. To be sure, the music was lively which at
first, due to financial restrictions, was without song books and musical accompaniment. There
were some songs that were created during the revival and some songs were utilized that were
already well-known hymns such as revival favorite “The Comforter has Come.”
One of the marked differences of the Azusa Street Revival from previous revivals was the
phenomena of singing in tongues. Azusa leaders claimed that there was Biblical precedence for
this type of behavior in 1 Corinthians 14:15 when Paul stated that “I will pray with the spirit, and
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I will pray with the understanding also; I will sing with the spirit, and I will sing with the
understanding also.”
Singing in the spirit was quite common among the Azusa accounts. It was often called the
“Heavenly Anthem,” by participants like Bartleman, and it was said, “no one but those who are
baptized with the Holy Ghost are able to join in.”538 The Apostolic Faith described how some
sang scriptural passages in tongues or known hymns, including Christmas carols, in tongues.
Frank Bartleman wrote, “It was exercised as the Spirit moved the possessors, either in solo
fashion or by the company. It was sometimes without words, other times in tongues. The effect
was wonderful on the people. It brought a heavenly atmosphere, as though the angels themselves
were present and joining with us. And possibly they were. It seemed to still criticism and
opposition and was hard for even wicked men to gainsay or ridicule”539 One of the songs in
tongues was interpreted and recorded in the Apostolic Faith. This was so it could be learned and
sung in other service. It reads:
With one accord, all heaven rings
With praises to our God and King;
Let earth join in our song of praise
And ring it out through all the days540
The Apostolic Faith also recorded that some people were given the gift to sing and the gift to
play instruments. This meant that people who had no vocal training or instrumental training
could now miraculously both sing and play instruments.
Interestingly, just as Cartwright bemoaned the introduction of musical accompaniment in
Methodist churches, some at Azusa became concerned when the leaders added a piano and an
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upbeat style of music akin to ragtime. Bartleman, who was not a fan of the “jazzy religious songs
of our day” suggested that God blessed Azusa at first with the heavenly anthem as a rebuke to
the new music that had infiltrated other churches. He went on to write about his displeasure
when the Azusa music became more organized. “In the beginning in Azusa, we had no musical
instruments. In fact, we felt no need for them. There was no place for them in our worship—all
was spontaneous. We did not even sing from hymnals. All the old, well-known hymns were sung
from memory, quickened by the Spirit of God... But the ‘new song’ (singing in tongues) was
altogether different, not of human composition. It cannot be successfully counterfeited. The crow
cannot imitate the dove. But they finally began to despise this gift, when the human spirit
asserted itself again. They drove it out by hymnals and selected songs by readers. It was like
murdering the Spirit, and was most painful to some of us, but the tide was too strong against
us.”541
As for the preaching at Azusa, it exemplified the style of preaching pioneered in previous
revivals, especially the lively spontaneous variety. As for Seymour, there is not one common
description of Seymour’s sermons. Some accounts have him speaking quietly, in others he yells
his sermons. The excerpts of Seymour’s sermons that do survive suggest his sermons had a
logical order to them, but some accounts of Seymour’s preaching claim there was no order.
Perhaps this inconsistent description of Seymour’s preaching suggests that he relied mostly on an
extemporaneous style of preaching. Considering the common understanding at Azusa that a
person could receive immediate direction from the Spirit, and the high regard for spontaneity, it
is very likely that Seymour relied on the Holy Spirit to guide his sermons instead of doing much
prep work. Although this is not to say that Seymour did not study.
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It is clear from the Apostolic Faith that the Azusa leaders still continued the tradition
from the Second Great Awakening of minimizing the importance of education, instead valuing
the minister who could receive direction from God. The following quote is demonstrative of this
disposition.
I pray God that all Christ’s people and ministers everywhere will please stop by the headquarters,
the Jerusalem before God, for their credentials. Then they are entitled to receive credentials from
the visible church. But the main credential is to be baptized with the Holy Ghost. Instead of new
preachers from the theological schools and academies, the same old preachers baptized with the
Holy Ghost and fire, the same old deacons, the same old plain church buildings will do. When
the Holy Ghost comes, he will cleanse out dead forms and ceremonies, and will give life and
power to His ministers and preachers, in the same old church buildings. But without the Holy
Ghost they are simply tombstones.542
This passage also demonstrated that at Azusa, the dichotomy between the cold and formal
and the lively informal services was still alive and well.
Also, like the previous revivals, the Azusa Street Revival aroused controversy within and
out of the movement. The newspapers were critical of the revival. Bartleman wrote, “the
newspapers began to ridicule and abuse the meetings, thus giving us much free advertising.”543
Indeed, one reporter wrote that the parishioners were “breathing strange utterances and mouthing
a creed which it would seem no sane mortal could understand… Meetings are held in a tumbledown shack on Azusa Street, near San Pedro Street, and devotees of the weird doctrine practice
the most fanatical rites, preach the wildest theories and work themselves into a state of mad
excitement in their peculiar zeal.”544Another reporter described Seymour as “An old colored
exhorter, blind in one eye, is the major-domo of the company. With his stony optic fixed on
some luckless unbeliever, the old man yells his defiance and challenges an answer. Anathemas
are heaped upon him who shall dare to gainsay the utterances of the preacher. Clasped in his big
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fist the colored brother holds a miniature Bible from which he reads at intervals one or two
words— never more. After an hour spent in exhortation the brethren present are invited to join in
a ‘meeting of prayer, song and testimony.’ Then it is that pandemonium breaks loose, and the
bounds of reason are passed by those who are ‘filled with the spirit,’ whatever that may be.”545
Secular authorities also took issue with the rowdy and loud Pentecostal services. Several
articles in the Apostolic Faith recorded how U.S. missionaries sent out from Azusa had suffered
persecution by legal authorities, mostly for disturbing the peace. In some cases, the people were
arrested. In one instance the Apostolic Faith recorded, “some workers were preaching on the
street corner in Los Angeles and a poor drunkard had just been saved, when a policeman came
up and ordered them to stop and took two of them off to jail. The sister sang all the way to the
jail and shouted and prayed while they were there. . .We are ready not only to go to prison, but to
give our lives for Jesus.” 546
It was not just among the secular press that the Azusa Street Revival became
controversial, but also among various churches who decried the behavior and beliefs of the
Pentecostals. This seems especially true among the Holiness churches who had the closest
connection with the Pentecostals. This is abundantly clear in the Apostolic Faith which used
several articles in its publication to chide their Holiness brethren for stopping short of accepting
the third experience. The main contention among Holiness preachers like Julia Hutchinson, who
had locked Seymour out of her church after his trip from Texas, was that the Baptism in the Holy
Spirit was associated with the second work of grace, namely the experience of sanctification.
Thus, many Holiness ministers believed that they had received the fullness of God and needed no
other work. Oswald Chambers wrote in Holiness minister, Martin Wells Knapp’s The
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Revivalists, the following statement about Pentecostal doctrine. “The greatest [unwise thing
being said today] is that . . . no one is really baptized in the Holy Spirit who does not speak with
tongues. This gives the devil an excellent occasion to [imitate] . . . tongues. . . Fruit in character
is the living witness to the baptism in the Holy Ghost, but do remember, gifts are the sign that
God is working. You can never have a great awakening without extraordinary manifestations.”547
This statement seems to indicate that some Holiness ministers did not have a problem with the
continuationism but took issue with the idea of the third work of grace and the association made
between it and speaking in tongues.
Some detractors of the movement came from within. Below is an account of one such
detractor who repudiated his experience at Azusa:
Recently, there began in Los Angeles, California, a soul destroying work called the “Apostolic
Faith Movement,” better known as the “Tongues,” whose awful heresy has already spread
throughout the country and deceived thousands. Because of disobedience to God, the writer was
turned over for a short time to this awful delusion from which the Lord in His infinite mercy
delivered him. . . . I . . . went on to Los Angeles, where the devil soon led me to the well known
snake’s nest on Azusa Street. I had heard that A.G. Garr, in whose meetings I had been
converted, had received this “baptism of tongues,” which strengthened my confidence in this
Babylonian mess. In the very first meeting I attended, I felt a strange power take hold of me, and
being in a state where I had no spiritual discernment, I thought this to be the power of God. I was
perfectly honest and went into the thing with great sincerity. Before realizing it, I found myself at
the altar trembling under this demon power. . . . The next evening . . . Glenn Cook . . . laid hands
on me, claiming the Holy Ghost had told him to do this, and said, ‘Receive ye the Holy Ghost.’
Instantly this. . . hypnotic, demon power took possession of me and I shook until it seemed
impossible for me to hold together. . . All at once I began jabbering off in a so-called foreign
language, which was the ‘Bible evidence,’ as they claim, that I had receive the baptism of the
Holy Ghost. I somehow felt happy and strange at the same time.548
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Ironically the father of the movement, Charles Parham, who had been invited to preach at
the revival with much expectation, criticized Azusa participants for their radical behavior. Recall
that Parham did not approve of the emotional behavior exhibited by Pentecostals. After spending
some time at Azusa, Parham wrote the following to his wife:
I hurried to Los Angeles, and to my utter surprise and astonishment I found conditions even
worse than I had anticipated. Brother Seymour came to me helpless, he said he could not stem
the tide that had arisen. I sat on the platform in Azusa Street Mission, and saw the manifestations
of the flesh, spiritualistic controls, saw people practicing hypnotism at the altar over candidates
seeking the baptism; though many were receiving the real baptism of the Holy Ghost. After
preaching two or three times, I was informed by two of the elders, one [i.e., Glenn Cook] who
was a hypnotist (I had seen him lay his hands on many who came through chattering, jabbering
and sputtering, speaking in no language at all) that I was not wanted in that place. With workers
from the Texas field we opened a great revival in the W.C.T.U. building on Broadway and
Temple Streets in Los Angeles. Great numbers were saved, marvelous healings took place and
between two and three hundred who had been possessed of awful fits and spasms and controls in
the Azusa Street work were delivered, and received the real Pentecost teachings and many spake
with other tongues.549
In his book Everlasting Gospel, written after the Azusa Street Revival, Parham
commented that Pentecostalism was “on trial” due to the erratic behavior that was associated
with the movement. He wrote, “all the opposition from the churches and the Holiness
movements is created by the fact that two-thirds of the Pentecostal Holy Roller freaks have not
produced the goods, and the real work of the Baptism is hidden behind such a mess of rotten
rubbish and nonsensical fits and fleshly controls that our religious leaders and teachers condemn
the work wholesale.”550
He provided an anecdote to illustrate his complaint. He wrote, “A free Methodist
preacher of Los Angeles received a real Pentecost and spoke in a real language. A few days
afterwards he visited the Azusa Street Mission and was seized with a spook and returned home
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with a strange look in his eyes. He stood at the window barking like a dog; he went off into the
hills to pray, and an unseemly force would seize him, and he would bray like a donkey crow like
a rooster, etc. Putting on this kind of a show in a Free Methodist school in the vicinity of Los
Angeles, thoroughly disgusted them with the very name of Apostolic or Pentecost”551
Later, Parham revealed the man had the “spook” cast out of him and then he continued to live in
the real Pentecostal experience. Parham went on to suggest that two-thirds of those in the
Pentecostal movement are either hypnotized or “spook driven.” He encouraged his readers to test
their experiences.
As this work has argued, revivalists typically have their own level of toleration for
enthusiasm. Fanatic is a relative term. Parham saw fanaticism among the Azusa adherents
whereas Parham was deemed a fanatic in his own right by others. Interestingly, the leadership of
Azusa was also concerned about fanaticism and wrote in the Apostolic Faith how to detect it and
avoid it. “Fanatics are marked by harshness towards those who do not fall in line with
them…Sooner or later the fruits of the flesh appear in a lack of holy living.”552 Furthermore, to
protect against fanaticism, the editors of the Apostolic Faith encouraged people to read and study
the Bible.
The Azusa leaders warned that those who only spent time in prayer were in danger of
being fanatic but at the same time those who only spent time reading the Bible became
“argumentative.” Indeed, the Apostolic Faith claimed that they were leading a balanced
movement between the two extremes of formality and fanaticism. In the first issue they declared,
“We are not fighting men or churches, but seeking to displace dead forms and creeds and wild
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fanaticism with living, practical Christianity.”553 In order to defend their movement against
claims of fanaticism they point out the legitimate changes that were occurring at the revival.
They claimed that among their adherents was divine love, humility, and holy living. With this
evidence, they asked the rhetorical question “Is this the work of the devil?”554
The Azusa participants were also warned by leaders to test everything and not accept
anything that just seemed spiritual. The Apostolic Faith recorded, “This Gospel cost us too much
to run off into fanaticism and be led by visions and dreams. When we get spiritual, there is
greater temptation to get puffed up. We must put all visions and dreams on the square of God’s
Word and try them. The Word must prove all things. When we throw down God’s truth, the
plummet of His Word, it shows us the counterfeit.”555
Even though the Azusa leaders believed that people in a service could exhibit “wildfire,”
they, like revivalists before them, believed that extreme behavior did not discredit all behavior.
In addition, there were no clear-cut rules to determine what was fanatical even though it was
believed that some behavior was fanatical. As noted, some behavior was stifled such as writing
in tongues when it became clear the scriptures did not agree, likewise, there were limits placed
on tongues spoken in services without interpretations. Beyond these parameters, the arbitrator of
what was deemed acceptable and unacceptable was Seymour himself. Robeck writes,
“occasionally extreme behavior and disorderly manifestations required Pastor Seymour to
discipline those who crossed from order into disorder. When he did so, he typically continued to
be both gracious and soft-spoken. Some eyewitnesses remembered Seymour placing a gentle
hand on someone’s shoulder with the words, ‘Brother. That is the ﬂesh.’ The ‘brother’s’ action
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ceased. Others noted correction that came through a look or the intervention of his ‘calm, strong
voice’ indicating that it was time to move the service along.”556 This demonstrates that the way
in which leaders at Azusa determined what was fanatical could be very subjective. In some ways
this method of detecting enthusiasm required enthusiasm since it relied on Seymour sensing from
the Holy Spirit what was legitimate and what was not.
Despite the critics, the revival spread across the United States and the globe. This was in
large part due to the Azusa Mission’s emphasis on missionary work. The leaders of Azusa
believed, as did many revival leaders of the past, that they were living in the last days. This
convinced adherents that time was short, and the church needed to reach as many of the lost as
possible. As noted, there was an idea among the Azusa leaders that theological training was not
important. All that was needed was the power of the Holy Spirit. Many early Pentecostals
believed that when a person verified what tongue they spoke that this was a sign as to where they
needed to minister. Those who spoke Chinese went off to China, those who spoke Hindi went to
India, etc. There was little preparation, if any. Offerings were collected and the church provided
the missionaries with a one-way ticket, expecting they would not return because of the
imminency of Christ’s return. Moreover, they were not sent with many supplies because they
believed that God would automatically take care of the needs of the missionaries once they
arrived.
Some of the missionaries were not sent to a foreign missionary field. Some were directed
by God to spread the Pentecostal message in other parts of the United States. In some cases,
however, ministers and leaders who attended the revival and were not a part of the congregation
took the Pentecostal experience and the teachings of the Mission back with them to their homes.
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One such evangelist was a man by the name of William Durham who was an Azusa Street
mission favorite until later, during the absence of William Seymour, he attempted a coup.
The Apostolic Faith suggested there was much harmony amongst Pentecostals in the
early part of the revival, but as the fire began to wane in 1908, this unity was on the decline.
Some historians have also noted how the interracial aspect of the revival (which broke many of
the bounds of segregation) began to break apart as well. So much so, that when Pentecostal
denominations began to form there were markedly white and black denominations.
One of the doctrinal disputes that led to a break amongst the early Pentecostals had to do
with the issue of the doctrine of sanctification (the second work of Grace). This theological issue
was led by William Durham who first raised it at his Pentecostal church in Chicago (a church
that started to rival Azusa as the headquarters of Pentecostalism) with a sermon entitled “The
Finished Work of Calvary.” Durham argued for a traditional view of sanctification, essentially
that sanctification was a something that gradually developed in the life of the believer and was
part of the atonement. Although Durham had once claimed to have received the sanctification
experience typical of the Wesleyan belief, he now believed that sanctification was not a one-time
experience. Durham’s theological dispute became known to Pentecostals as the “Finished Work”
issue.
Seymour and Parham kept to the traditional Methodist stance on the issue. Parham was so
opposed to Finished Work theology, that he believed Durham had committed the unpardonable
sin. Parham also invoked God to prove whose teachings were correct. Parham stated that if he
was wrong God could kill him as evidence. When Durham died at 39 years old in 1912, Parham
believed God had settled the issue. However, the issue was not settled. The Finished Work
theology ultimately led to a fracture in the unified Pentecostal movement. It also allowed groups
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to gather that would ultimately bring into the Pentecostal movement an unorthodox doctrine still
present today. 557

Pentecostalism Gone Wild?
Although many outsiders viewed the behavior of Azusa participants as a strange
anomaly, the truth is much of the behavior exhibited by congregants had been manifested in past
revivals. The claims of visions, trances, prophecies, and even healings were not new. Even the
idea that a person could experience a work outside of salvation was not new. What was new was
the practice of speaking in tongues and its association with the doctrine of a third work of grace.
Advocates of this doctrine like Parham and Seymour tried to stay within the parameters of the
Bible to promote this idea, but despite this sola scriptura stance the subjective nature of hearing
from God would open some in the Pentecostal movement to accept unorthodox teachings.
The first of these came on the heels of the “Finished Work” controversy, a controversy
over whether sanctification was a distinct work of grace or an ongoing work in the life of a
believer. Maria Woodworth attempted to heal the schism among Pentecostals over this doctrinal
issue and called for a camp meeting in Arroyo Seco, California. It was here that the “new issue,”
as it became known, would facture the movement even further. This new issue was raised by
R.E. McAlister during a baptismal sermon. McAlister claimed that the use of titles in baptism, by
which he meant “Father, Son, and Holy Ghost” was not the apostolic formula used by the
disciples and the early church. Rather, McAlister claimed the formula of Acts 2:38 which reads
“in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins” was the appropriate formula to use when
baptizing believers. The sermon caused a great debate. Moreover, a man by the name of John G.
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Schape claimed to have received revelation that this “new issue” was the truth. This eventually
led to some being rebaptized using this formula.
McAlister was not the first to bring the Acts 2:38 formula to the fore. Indeed, Parham had
made this statement concerning baptism. “So if you desire to witness a public confession of a
clean conscience toward God and man, faith in the divinity of Jesus Christ, you will be baptized
by single immersion, signifying the death, burial, and resurrection: being baptized in the name of
Jesus, into the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost; they are one when in Christ you become
one with all.”558 Although Parham may have been the first to raise this issue and kept some of
the trinitarian formula, according to Reed “It was Durham…who elevated Acts 2:38 to normative
pattern for Pentecostal belief and practice.”559 By this Reed means that Acts 2:38 became not
only a formula used by some Pentecostals to baptize but also a pattern for soteriology and
theology.
This new formula of baptism led some, like Frank Ewart, to conclude that the long-held
doctrine of the Trinity was incorrect. Ewart and his followers began to adopt an ancient heresy
called Modalism that today is known as Oneness Pentecostalism. Ewart explained this
perspective in his publication Meat in Due Season. He wrote, “we saw from this premisis (sic)
that the old trinity theory was unscriptural. That there was not three Gods in the sense of
individual embodiment. There was only one God. We also saw clearly that this one God was not
manifested in three persons. So, we had to abandon the old essential tenant of all orthodox
theology as absolutely unscriptural, and we denounced the so-called trinity as such. The very fact
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that universal Christendom had accepted this tenant of Christian theology constitutes a strong
proof that it is incorrect.”560
It is important to note that while writing the article Ewart believed he was receiving
revelation from God. He wrote, “I feel now that the time has come, and as I sit down at my desk
the conviction that I have God’s viewpoint of this matter is so strong upon me that I have to
pause and let off a little of the unutterable glory in my soul in other tongues. O glory!”561 So
while Ewart believed the doctrine was found in scripture, (where Protestants affirm all doctrine
must originate) it was a subjective feeling that helped drive him to this conclusion.
Ewart got around the traditional formula for baptism found in Matthew 28:19 by
asserting that Peter’s formula in Acts 2:38 was a revelation explaining Matthew 28:19.
Essentially, Ewart argued that Peter revealed who the “name” was in the traditional formula.
According to Ewart the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost was Jesus.
Eventually, the Oneness branch of Pentecostalism would band together and create their
own denomination known as the United Pentecostal Church or UPC.562 The denomination,
however, does not view its doctrine as unorthodox since they believe it can be found in scripture.
In fact, some view themselves as descendants of Modalists who they believe were silenced by
early Catholics. They contend that God had revealed in the last days the true doctrine to men like
Ewart.
The Oneness doctrine was not the only unorthodox doctrine that some early Pentecostals
claimed was revived through revelation. After leaders in the Church of God (Cleveland TN) had
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come to accept the doctrines of the Baptism of the Holy Spirit, a peculiar doctrine emerged
among Appalachian ministers that caused a stir wherever it was practiced. This new practice
called snake handling, would be both controversial and deadly.
While Hood and Williamson suggest that serpent handling sprang from many origins,
they recognize the impact of one man, George Hensley, for preaching the snake handling
message across Appalachia.563 Hensley was converted under the preaching of Tomlinson’s son
(see chapter 4). It was after his conversion and Baptism in the Spirit that Hensley reflected much
on Mark 16:17-18 which stated,
And these signs will accompany those who believe: In my name they will drive out demons;
they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up snakes with their hands; and when they drink
deadly poison, it will not hurt them at all; they will place their hands on sick people, and they
will get well.
To Hensley and others this passage specified that the miraculous signs should naturally
be performed by believers. In addition, Hensley interpreted this passage to mean that there were
five signs that believers were to perform, namely:
1. Cast out demons
2. Speaking in tongues
3. Handling serpents
4. Drink deadly poison
5. Heal the sick.
Hensley wondered why only three of the signs were being followed by Pentecostals. He
determined that among most Pentecostals only signs 1, 2 & 5 were being followed while 3 & 4
were being ignored.
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It is noteworthy that modern snake handlers believe the passage in Mark is an imperative.
Only the fourth sign of drinking deadly poison was considered a nonimperative. This means that
Christ commanded this behavior from his followers to demonstrate God’s power. Even though it
was a dangerous practice it was a command of God.
Wood and Williams provide the account of Hensley’s first encounter with snake
handling. It reads, “In a great rocky gap in the mountainside he found what he sought, a large
rattlesnake. He approached the reptile, and disreguarding [sic] its buzzing, blood-chilling
warning, knelt a few feet away from it and prayed loudly into the sky for God to remove his fear
and to anoint him with ‘the power.’ Then suddenly with a shout he leaped forward and grasped
the reptile and held it in trembling hands.”564
It was after this that Hensley went about preaching the need for following all the signs of
Mark 16. This was mostly done within the Church of God and its sister church, the Church of
God of Prophecy since the overseer of both denominations, Tomlinson, gave credence to it.
However, the practice did not gain widespread acceptance especially after many local authorities
passed laws banning when people began to get hurt. In fact, Hensley himself would ultimately
die from the bite of a 5-foot rattlesnake at the age of 74.
Even though serpent handling churches are rare today, there are still some who practice
this behavior. Several media outlets have investigated the practice, videoing the type of
behaviors practiced by snake handlers. One of the earliest of documentaries on serpent handling
churches was called “Holy Ghost People” done by Peter Adar in 1967. It filmed services at the
Holiness church in Scrabble Creek, West Virginia. This documentary is illuminating not only for
its depiction of serpent handling but also early Pentecostal services. As Wood and Williams
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points out, removing the snake and the poison leaves the church with the same beliefs as early
Pentecostals.
The documentary shows a church service that was very much an open forum. There was a
mix of singing, exhorting, testifying, and mini sermons that had no particular order. In fact, the
leader of the service told the people, even the visitors, to “get in the service and obey the
Lord.”565 This was an open invitation for anyone in the congregation to be led by the Holy Spirit.
The service was also attended with lively music in which adherents danced vigorously in the
small wooden building. The point of the service that stands out the most is when serpents were
taken from a wooden box and passed out to those who desired handling them. In some cases, the
person holding the serpent is very focused and on other occasions a person can be seen handling
a serpent while dancing frantically. For snake handlers only a person who is “in the Spirit”
should handle a serpent.

Figure 6. Snake handlers during a church service in Harlan Kentucky. National Archives
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Similarly, a newspaper reporter who witnessed a Kentucky snake handling revival
recorded what he saw. “The mountain preacher wrapped a 4-foot rattlesnake around his arm
stroked its head, and exhorted his audience: ‘Have faith, and ye can take up serpents…’ Then 31year-old James Estep, a follower, grabbed up two rattlesnakes from a box. He wrapped them
around his arm, then suddenly lifted two others from the bag with one curling around his neck.
The snakes writhed, rattled, and stuck out their forked tongues, but no one during the hour-long
session last night was bitten.”566
In addition to handling serpents, participants at snake handling churches will also drink
poison if they feel the Spirit leading them. Strychnine is usually the poison of choice kept on
hand by Appalachian churches, and there are many instances of people drinking the poison while
dancing to the vibrant music. If a person is harmed either by a snake or the poison, they are
generally not taken to the hospital but are prayed for by the congregation. In some cases,
however, this leads to some being maimed or death.
Regardless of the many deaths, there were many who survived the experience. This has
led some to look for explanations as to why more are not killed. One team of researchers
determined,
There is no mystery involved in religious snake handling and the corresponding low numbers of
bites and fatalities. An example of a fatality that did occur shows a ‘perfect storm’ of
circumstances that contributed to death. Snakes used in church services are frequently deprived
of proper care, including being kept with no water, held in overcrowded boxes, and left to sit in
feces and urates for long periods of time. Snakes that are stressed and dehydrated quickly fall
prey to infections of various types. When these snakes are then used in handling services, they
are unlikely to bite and can be incapable of injecting a large quantity of venom. Additionally, the
handling methods used in church services are disorienting and stressful to the snakes, making it
difficult for them to strike effectively.567
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Despite the media attention for this practice, Pastor Chris Wolford of the House of the
Lord Jesus in West Virginia (one of the few remaining serpents handling churches), claims that
he does not want to be known only for snake handling. He states that some in his movement are
upset with him that he does not “put on a rattlesnake show.”568 He believes his main focus is to
minister to those who need salvation, a sentiment echoed by other enthusiasts like Maria
Woodworth, William Seymour, and Aimee Semple McPherson all who were known for the
second type of enthusiastic behavior but made it clear that their first work and priority was the
salvation of souls.

Inglorious End

The two fathers of the Pentecostal movement would ultimately have their day in the sun
but without much lasting reputation among early Pentecostals. Charles Parham, though
responsible for the theology of early Pentecostalism, would wane in influence and prestige
among Pentecostals after his repudiation of the Azusa Street Revival and his failed takeover of
Dowie’s Zion City. To make matters worse, Parham was embroiled in a scandal of his own being
accused of sodomy, although the claims were never substantiated. Anderson notes that Parham
spent “the last two decades of his life in relative obscurity.”569
Although Seymour would not have the same abysmal end to his career, nonetheless
Seymour lost what should have been a place of prominence among early Pentecostals. During
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the Arroyo Seco camp meeting in which the baptismal controversy arose, Seymour was present
but not asked to preach. While Seymour was away, William Durham had attempted to take over
the Azusa Mission. After Durham’s failed coup, he opened up another mission in Los Angeles
that rivaled the Azusa Mission. It bled Azusa dry, leaving the once thriving ministry a small all
black congregation led by Seymour until his death in 1922, which subsequently went to his wife
until 1931 when the Mission was finally closed.
Although these two founding fathers did not continue to lead the movement,
Pentecostalism did not end with their deaths. A host of denominations, ministers, and evangelists
would lead the movement and take it into the world. Even within a decade after the death of both
men, Pentecostalism would be taken to mainstream evangelicalism, thus ensuring a place for
enthusiasm in the American religious milieu.

Enthusiastic Revivalists of the early Twentieth Century

During the early twentieth century, it was not uncommon to see throngs gather under
large tents, wooden tabernacles, or in theatres to hear a traveling evangelist preach the gospel
message. These services were often lively events where a responsive crowd may yell “Amen” or
“Hallelujah” whenever they agreed with the minister. If the minister were of the newly
Pentecostal persuasion, these services would often be even more rambunctious and accompanied
with dancing, shouting, and falling. In addition, Pentecostal revival services was likely to be
attended with prayers for the sick, speaking in tongues, prophecy, or exorcism. In Finneyesque
fashion, these rowdy revivalists of the early twentieth century were seen as the “rainmakers”
who brought revival to whatever town they traveled.
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Taking their cue from Whitefield, these evangelists set out across America advertising
their events in advance and setting up shop wherever they could. They would gain celebrity
status and often accumulate wealth through the many offerings and books sold in their meetings.
Indeed, the twentieth century demonstrated that revivalism could produce spiritual excitement
and a prodigious revenue stream.
Prior to the outbreak of WWII, two nationally known evangelists captured the attention
of Americans. These evangelists had Whitefield’s penchant for the dramatic and his skill as an
orator. In addition, they utilized an interdenominational and interracial approach like their
colonial predecessor. Their focus was souls, and like Whitefield, they acquired many followers
as well as detractors, often becoming the center of media attention. These two evangelists will
act as exemplars and demonstrate the continuity of the enthusiastic tradition in American
revivalism into the twentieth century, both in Pentecostal circles and non-Pentecostal circles.
The first of these was Billy Sunday. Born into poverty in Iowa, Sunday’s formative years
would shape his later rhetoric. He lived in rural America with his grandparents after his father’s
death during Civil War. As he grew, he saw before his eyes the world he knew changing as
industrialization, urbanization, and modernism threatened the lifestyle of rural Americans. With
these developments came changes in values and beliefs that were foreign to men like Sunday
who spoke against these changes in his sermons. Sunday’s rhetoric appealed to many audiences
who longed for an idyllic old-fashioned American past.
Sunday was a talented athlete from his youth. He became a baseball player and had great
skill. He may have stayed in this career, but after his conversion during a Salvation Army
meeting, Sunday’s life began to take on new meaning. He took up work for the Y.M.C.A.
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organizing Sunday Schools and was eventually asked to preach. Showing much promise, he later
struck out on his own as an evangelist.
In Sunday’s early years as an evangelist, he generally traveled using tents, often erecting
them himself before the meetings and tearing them down afterward. Tent evangelists of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were always plagued by fears of collapse, which could
easily happen if the tent was caught in a gale. After one such collapse, Sunday decided he would
not continue using tents, instead choosing wooden “tabernacles” built ahead of his arrival.
It was clear that Sunday was, in some ways, the inheritor of the Moody tradition. He had
learned the Moody model of revivalism and used it well. Instead of just moving to a town
haphazardly, Sunday developed a team of people who would travel to the area ahead of schedule
to organize, advertise, and work with the local churches to raise funds for his arrival and build a
tabernacle. In addition, this same team would prepare the ground spiritually, hosting a flurry of
prayer meetings and organizing a choir from the local churches. The statistics on his Philadelphia
revival in 1915 is demonstrative of the massive organization and local involvement that occurred
during a Sunday revival. One report claimed that “four hundred churches co-operated in
campaign. More than 500 outside meetings were conducted by the Sunday aides in 11 weeks.
Two choirs of 1800 voices each led the singing at the tabernacles. Seating arrangements were in
the charge of a corps of 1,000 ushers and door tenders, who served without pay. Tabernacle’s
cost, $18,000.” 570
When Sunday would arrive, he usually spent a good amount of time in one location,
typically making many converts and receiving much funding. In Philadelphia, for example, he
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spent eleven weeks holding 146 services with approximately 45,000 conversions.571 There was
an estimated 80,000 in attendance at his Baltimore campaign, with 20,000 turned away.572 In just
one night, he claimed to have made 586 converts.
Those converted were said to “hit the sawdust trail” since sawdust was strewn on the
floor to prevent obtrusive noise. Those who did walk the sawdust trail to the pulpit came to shake
the evangelist’s hand and fill out a conversion card. This was a different tactic from other
evangelists who called sinners to an altar wherein they could call out to God (sometimes for
hours) for salvation. This quicker and more efficient method was more akin to the Moody
tradition and the Businessman’s Revival.
Sunday’s numerous conversions made many ministers overlook his raucous preaching
style and boisterous meetings. To be sure, Sunday was not a Pentecostal, and his services lacked
the second type of enthusiastic behavior; nevertheless, the crowds could get emotional and be
energetically responsive to his preaching, with a volley of “Amen” or the clapping of hands.
Interestingly, it was the behavior of Sunday, more than his audience, that brought scrutiny.
Sunday’s preaching exuded emotionalism, and some deemed it over-the-top.
One news reporter who described a typical Sunday sermon recorded, “he begins to dance
like a shadow boxer. He slaps his hands together with a report like a broken electric lamp. He
poses on one foot like a fast ball pitcher winding up. He jumps upon a chair. In the stress of his
routine, he may stand with one foot in the chair and another on the lectern. All the while he is
flaying the ‘whisky kings,’ the German war lords, slackers, suffragettes or the local ministry.
And, if his story of the sinner come home to salvation fits the gesture, he may emphasize the
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moral by throwing himself on the floor with an outreached arm groping for the home plate like a
baserunner sliding safely in with a stolen run.”573
Another reporter commented on a typical Sunday sermon and painted a similar picture.
He witnessed a preacher who “pulled off his coat and vest, tore off his collar and tie and hopped
about like a jumping-jack as he blazed away at sin and the devil and booze with salty slang and
blunt words never before heard from a pulpit.”574 Sunday utilized so much athleticism in his
sermons that a personal athletic trainer was part of his entourage.
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Figure 7. Photograph of Billy Sunday. Library of Congress

Besides his wild gestures, Sunday was also known for his use of slang and plain
speaking. Indeed, Sunday would unleash an avalanche of adjectives until he got his point across.
Commenting on the state of society, Sunday once said, “this old God-hating, Christ-hating,
whisky-soaked, Sabbath-breaking, blaspheming, adulterous, grafting, thieving, pleasure-loving,
racketeering, socialistic, modernistic world is going to hell so fast she is breaking the speed limit.
Come out with the church lifeboat: multitudes are drowning, the sea is covered with wrecks.”575
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The following comment demonstrates not only his ability to weave together a panoply of
words but also his long disdain for alcohol. He wrote, “I am the sworn, eternal and
uncompromising enemy of the liquor traﬃc and have been for thirty-ﬁve years. I saw that ninetenths of the misery, poverty, wrecked homes, and blighted lives were caused by booze. I saw it
rob men of their manhood and clothe them in rags, take away their health, rob their families,
incite the father to butcher his wife and child, rip the shirt oﬀ the back of a shivering man, take
the last drop of milk from the breast of a nursing mother, send women to steaming over a
washtub to manicure their ﬁnger nails to the quick to get money to feed a hungry brood, while it
sent their father home from their hell holes, a bleary-eyed, bloated face, staggering, reeling,
jabbering wreck while all hell screamed with delight and heaven wept and the angels hid behind
their harps. I drew my sword and have never sheathed it, and never will as long as there is a
distillery or brewery or a bootlegger or speak-easy on earth.”576 In fact, Sunday is often credited
with playing a major role in the creation of the 18th amendment.
This type of informality and slang earned him the ire of many critics. Even supporters
often remarked about his slang. Reverend Dr. Oliver Huckel stated, “I believe that Billy Sunday
does some harm and a great deal of good. The harm is vulgarizing religion, and in his slangy
paraphrase of scriptures, and in his narrow, bigoted judgement of people who do not happen to
agree with him or his ideas of religion.”577 In addition, people were concerned with the irreverent
way he would pray since his prayers were often very informal. Sunday spoke to God as if he
spoke to any other individual.
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Like many ministers in the Second Great Awakening, Sunday was not only uneducated
and informal, but praised this style of ministry. He once remarked, “The time has come when we
preachers must be something more than walking theological mummies swathed in papyrus,
oozing Greek diphthongs and seven terminologies of Latin and Greek extraction which can be
intellectually digested only by those wearing alphabetical tails and appendages to their names.
We must shell the woods for God.”578 Sunday’s method was to be plain-spoken and reach the
masses. He preached hard against sin, alcoholism, and modernism and even took it upon himself
to get into the political arena expressing which candidates he advocated, and he helped promote
patriotism during WWI.
Sunday was a fundamentalist, which in this era was considered a rather recent
development within evangelical Christianity. Fundamentalism, a phrase coined by Curtis Lee
Laws for those who fought for the fundamentals of the faith, had emerged in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century as traditional Christianity had come under attack by a cultural
movement known as modernism. Ideas such as Darwin’s theory of evolution had started to gain
more acceptance which threatened a literal reading of the book of Genesis. Likewise, the rise in
higher criticism of the Bible helped spawn a liberal Christianity that rejected traditional dogma
such as the virgin birth, miracles, and the infallibility of scripture. Furthermore, during the
twenties, modernist influence played an integral role in eroding the high moral standards held by
the wider urban culture in America, much to the chagrin of evangelicals in the Holiness tradition.
As a result, a faction of Christians arose known as the fundamentalists who clung to a literal
reading of the Bible and traditional Christian practices and morals.579 As a fundamentalist
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Sunday challenged his listeners to return to a purer Christianity of a bygone age an “old-time
religion.” He once wrote, “the liberalistic heresy has almost stiﬂed Christianity… I believe in the
absolute Deity of Jesus, His virgin birth, His atoning death, His resurrection from the dead, His

Culture. Second ed., (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 4. For Marsden, fundamentalism was a movement
whose base was a coalition of various evangelical traditions that combined forces to combat a single enemy,
modernism. Of greatest concern was the defense of scriptural authority and miracles. Evangelicals of this movement
saw fit to lay aside their theological differences to fight for these fundamental beliefs. This is evidenced in a series
of articles entitled The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the Truth, which was the forerunner to the more militant facet
of the movement. In it, men such as B.B. Warfield, R.A. Torrey, and W.J. Erdman tackled topics like the deity of
Christ, the virgin birth, and higher criticism of the Bible. Marsden considers “The Fundamentals” a relatively
moderate stance as opposed to the later more extreme opinions of populist fundamentalists. In addition to the goals
mentioned above, later fundamentalists began to insist on acceptance of premillennialism and Victorian moral
standards.
Fundamentalists had to combat not only secular society but also a developing liberal Christianity probably
best epitomized by Henry Emerson Fosdick. Fosdick openly challenged the fundamentalist movement with his
highly publicized sermon entitled “Shall the Fundamentalists Win.” In the sermon, Fosdick denied the need for
doctrines once considered orthodox to the faith, including the virgin birth, inerrancy of scripture, and the Second
Coming of Christ. Fosdick’s sermon brought him in direct conflict with fundamentalist leaders who considered
Fosdick’s version of Christianity inauthentic.
The fundamentalist cause gained much steam in the early decades of the twentieth century. The movement
was aided by both populist leaders like Williams Jennings Bryan and intellectual leaders like J. Gresham Machen.
However, after inward turmoil among evangelicals and the highly publicized Scopes Trial, the face of
fundamentalism began to change. The Scopes Trial, which was a trial to determine whether a science teacher named
John Scopes violated state law by teaching evolution in schools, in reality, became a platform for the modernistfundamentalist debate. Scopes’ defense attorney, Clarence Darrow, attacked William Jennings Bryan (the prosecutor
and one of the best-known spokesmen of fundamentalism) and his views on scripture, exposing Bryan’s uninformed
views on the finer points of the modernist critique.
Thanks in part to the seeming embarrassment of Bryan at the Scopes Trial (although some believed he held
his own) and the derisive words of H.L. Mencken, who wrote scathing articles on Bryan and his brand of
fundamentalism, fundamentalists began to be thought of as a purely rural and uneducated movement. In addition, the
Protestant juggernaut that had once held so much sway in American culture began to falter as Protestants divided
over theological issues. This is best epitomized in the Presbyterian church as leaders like Machen led a breakaway
group of conservative Presbyterians to form a new church. Later, this new group that could not sustain the union
broke off into two other branches. This division created a weakness in the Protestant coalition, which led to a decline
in the Protestant influence on the broader American culture.
The inward fighting among Protestant groups was between liberals, moderates, and conservatives. One of
the tragic outcomes of the infighting is best summed up by Mark Noll, who writes, “Those who protested the errors
of modernism and attacked the intellectual environment in which inclusivism was at home have been pushed toward
sectarian and anti-intellectual affirmations of faith for fear of being labeled modernists. On the other hand,
inclusivists, moderates, and liberals who scorn sectarianism and the populist environment in which Protestant antiintellectualism flourishes have been pushed toward expansive and barely Christian definitions of the faith for fear of
being labeled a fundamentalist. Of the many disquieting legacies of fundamentalists-modernist strife, this is the
worst.” Indeed, fundamentalism began to have an anti-intellectual bent as the Roaring Twenties waned. During this
time some scholars suggest that fundamentalists began to withdraw from culture believing it better to stay away
from the corruption of the world, while also maintaining a pessimistic view that the world would only get worse
instead of getting better. This withdrawal was only temporary as fundamentalism had a resurgence during the
second half of the twentieth century. This, of course, does not mean that fundamentalists disappeared from the
picture after the 1920s, for, in fact, key fundamentalist institutions such as universities were being developed that
would raise up a new generation of leaders.
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future coming in glory, and the hopeless, helpless state of men aside from the redeeming work of
Christ. We must never compromise with those who have apostatized from the truth if we are to
be worthy sons and daughters of worthy ancestors who sealed their faith with their blood. It
seems incredible that we are living in a time when the Gospel is in the discard. The increasing
spirit of liberalism and lackadaisical apathy on the part of the church and the increasing
solidarity of the forces of evil lead me to the conclusion that America must turn to God to avoid
a revolution.”580 He goes onto write, “One reason why sin triumphs is because it is treated as
though it were a cream puﬀ instead of a rattlesnake. The churches show the lowest type of
spirituality they have shown in one hundred and twenty years. The churches are empty, and the
preachers are preaching to wood and varnish. The rationalistic semi-inﬁdel preachers are one of
the country’s greatest curses.”581
Like Davenport, Sunday did not mince words when it came to the issue of sin or its
eternal consequences. Regarding sin, he once stated, “Listen, I’m against sin. I’ll kick it as long
as I’ve got a foot, I'll fight it as long as I’ve got a fist, I’ve butt it as long as I've got a head, and
I’ll bite it as long as I’ve got a tooth. And when I’m old, fistless, footless, and toothless, I’ll gum
it till I go home to glory and it goes home to perdition.” 582
Sunday mixed a fundamentalist style with a manly Christianity. Like Cartwright before
him, Sunday was known to get into physical altercations or at least threatened to do so. On one
occasion, an audience member threw an egg on Sunday while he was preaching. According to
the newspaper, “the evangelist dodged the egg and shouted to the thrower: ‘Come up here and
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I’ll knock your damnable head off.’ There was no response.”583 A more famous incident written
about by both newspaper reporters and Sunday in his autobiography was the time when a
mentally challenged visitor tried to get on the stage and horsewhip Sunday while preaching.
According to Sunday, “One night in Springﬁeld, Illinois, I noticed a big, black-haired, sullen
looking bozo over on my right, glaring at me from under his wrinkled forehead and squinty eyes.
His right hand was inside the lapel of his coat. Suddenly he sprang like a tiger, rushed toward the
platform from which I was preaching, and drew a rawhide from his coat and lashed me around
my legs and body, yelling as he did it, ‘I have a commission from God to horsewhip you!’ I
jumped from the platform and rushed at him with my ﬁst doubled and said, ‘Well, I have a
commission from God to knock the tar out of you, you lobster.’ I gave him a solar-plexus and a
left hook to the jaw, and by that time, ﬁve hundred men were tearing down the aisles, and it took
the United States marshal, who happened to be in the tabernacle, and eight cops to rescue
him.”584 The above retelling demonstrates that Sunday reveled in his ability to overcome his
assailant. This was far from the more tamed Christianity and turn-the-other-cheek mentality that
Christians generally upheld.
His fundamentalist stance, his slangy acrobatic preaching, and his financial success
earned him many critics. One such critic, Dr. Charles Clark, defended liberal Christianity against
Sunday and his methods. He called Sunday an “apostle of arrogance.” He stated that “Sundayism
has behind it the force of tradition, wealth, superstition, credulity, and faith. It is and always has
been, opposed to thought, reason, culture, and progress. In this particular case it represents
irreverence, commercialism, vulgarity intolerance, and dogmatism…Culture is despised,
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Education is deemed harmful and detrimental to religion...Biblical scholarship is ignored and
liberal-mindedness unknown.”585 Another minister named Rev. Dr. Hussy also gave his
estimation of Sunday’s meetings attacking his fundamentalism and emotionalism. He wrote,
As for service and preacher the impression made upon me was that of cheap mediocrity. There
was some vulgarity. There were a great many stale jokes, coupled with some good mimicry and
much sensational shouting. Mr. Sunday is a genuine comedian, and he obviously had his crowd
with him. He had only to stand on one foot and wave his hands and they would clap and stamp.
A coarse fling at the common decencies of life, a jest hoary with age, and acrobatic leap-each
and all were greeted by roars of delight. But I saw no one deeply impressed or seriously affected.
The man is sincere, evidently but his sermon showed neither intellectual grasp nor real emotional
power. As for breadth of vision there was none. The sermon was made up of the same shallow
emotionalism, loose talk and education of unbelievers that has been the stock in trade of revival
preaching since time out of mind. In short, the service was entirely lacking in the ‘feel; of a
great, genuinely religious movement. Its prevailing cheapness reflected little credit upon those
who found it interesting.586
One of the primary ways supporters defended Sunday was his seeming success. Like
revivalists before them, Sunday supporters noted the number of converts. Some suggested that
the morality of whole cities and towns changed after a Sunday crusade. Likewise, one reporter
noted that “all newspapers speak of the zeal that has spread to all church members of the
numbers eager to help; that are growing larger all the time of the religious fervor spreading like a
fire in dry grass.”587 Rev. Dr. De Witt M. Benham argued that there was success all around
despite his shortcomings. He wrote, “he is doing untold good. He is reforming drunkards, and
profligates and thieves, and liars, and blasphemers…you may say that he uses the language of
the street; but you cannot say that he is misunderstood. You may say his attack on sin is severe;
but you cannot say that it does not accomplish the results which he desires. You may say that his
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prayers are not according to your taste; but you cannot say that God does not answer them.”588
Generally, detractors like Hussey simply noted that numbers did not mean success. Likewise, Dr.
Mahy suggested that many of the people who hit the sawdust trail did not experience long term
change.589
The emotionalism that concerned people generally came from Sunday’s outlandish
sermons and his responsive audience, but Sunday, like Moody, employed a musical leader who
could stir the audience. Over the years, several men would occupy this position for Sunday, but
the most well-known was trombone player Homer Rodeheaver often called “Rody.” Rody’s
music had a profound emotional impact upon the audience. One reporter noted, “he (Rody) is an
expert at playing upon human heartstrings and dimmed spectacles, tears and audible sobs are his
reward- until he touches the cheerful note of hope and faith and wins smiles from the
audience.”590 This reporter noted the importance of music in services wherein Sunday was
preaching. He wrote, “Rodeheaver’s power must be a wonderful asset to the real Billy Sunday
campaigns. The huge meetings are generally preceded by a half hour’s program of these age-old
tunes. . .the crowd is drawn by the music into a receptive mood.”591
Besides emotionalism, critics were also concerned about the finances that flowed into
Sunday’s ministry. One newspaper provided a breakdown of the contributions received at
various Sunday meetings. A sampling included:
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City

Converts

Thank Offering

Philadelphia

41,724

$51,136

Baltimore

25,797

46,000

Pittsburgh

25,979

45,000

Trenton

16,810

32,358

592

Since the time of Whitefield, revivalism could be big business. Whitefield was noted for
raising many funds for his orphanage in Georgia, but critics were wary of the large sums of
money that came into Whitefield’s coffers, and Sunday was under the same watchful eye.
Newspapers often reported on the economic situation of Sunday. In one case a newspaper
described the luxurious mansion he occupied while ministering in Baltimore.593 Revivalist
historian, William Cooper writes, “Money had become an obsession to Sunday. He injected the
subject of money in every sermon and if the offerings were not large enough (the ushers would
interrupt the service to tell him how much had been taken in), he was not above stopping the
service to take up another. Increasingly the press began to feel the Sundays were selling the
gospel. . .The money issue grew so bad that staff member B. D. Ackley left in 1917 after arguing
about the emphasis on money.”594 This ever-growing connection between revivalist preachers
and money would only continue throughout the twentieth century.
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Sunday had amassed a fortune over the years of preaching. Problems with his children
and failed business endeavors caused the famed evangelist to lose much of his savings in his later
years. His declining finances forced the aged and weakened Sunday to return to the revival
circuit, which did great damage to his health. Sunday would eventually die of a heart attack at
the age of 71. His funeral was well attended, and his legacy would live on in America. In fact,
ministers who subsequently gained fame for their preaching ability or celebrity status were often
called a “Billy Sunday.” For example, Aimee Semple McPherson was called by some the
“female Billy Sunday,” although this was a moniker she did not like, but it was probably one
well deserved for this charismatic, farm girl would gain fame, fortune, and infamy as an early
Pentecostal evangelist.
Although Aimee Semple McPherson was known for her ministry in America, she was
born Canadian. Her father was a Methodist. Her mother belonged to the Salvation Army, whose
militaristic organization and pageantry would influence “Sister Aimee” (as she became known
among her followers) throughout her career. During her high school years, she was a precocious
young lady who struggled with her faith after hearing about Darwin and other modernist
challenges to the Bible.
It was during this time of doubt that she attended a Pentecostal church, hoping to be
entertained by the wild behavior of the noisy congregants. However, like the many revival
mockers before her, Sister Aimee, was instead converted and joined the Pentecostals. It was also
at this revival meeting that Aimee met the man she would marry, a Pentecostal minister from
Ireland, Robert Semple who would have a tremendous impact on her life and subsequent career.
Shortly after this initial revival meeting, Sister Aimee experienced the Baptism in the
Holy Spirit. She wrote, “All at once my hands and arms began to shake, gently at first, then
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violently, until my whole body was shaking under the power of the Holy Spirit. I did not
consider this at all strange, as I knew how the batteries we experimented with in the laboratory at
college hummed and shook and trembled under the power of electricity, and there was the Third
Person of the Trinity coming into my body in all His fulness, making me His dwelling, ‘the
temple of the Holy Ghost…’ Then suddenly, out of my innermost being flowed rivers of praise
in other tongues as the Spirit gave utterance (Acts 2:4), and Oh I knew that He was praising
Jesus with glorious language, clothing Him with honor and glory which I felt but never could
have put into words.”595 Excited about this experience, she shared it with her mother, who was
concerned that her daughter had joined a fanatical cult. However, despite this early apprehension,
Sister Aimee’s mother, Minnie Kennedy, later accepted Pentecostal doctrine and joined her
daughter as one of the pivotal leaders in Sister Aimee’s ministry.
After marrying Robert Semple, Sister Aimee and her husband felt “impressed” to attend
the meetings of William Durham in Chicago. While there, Sister Aimee claimed that she
received the gift of interpretation of tongues, which would play a vital role in her early ministry.
She wrote, “This day, as I was worshipping the Lord in other tongues, as the Spirit gave
utterance, I suddenly became conscious of the fact that I could understand the words that the
Spirit was speaking through me.”596 Despite this first experience with the gift, she was fearful of
utilizing it in public. She recounted one night that a person spoke in tongues during one of
Durham’s services, and Durham told the audience that someone in the room had the
interpretation. Fearful, Aimee remained silent. Afterward, she confessed to Durham that she had
the gift of interpretation, to which Durham responded by telling Aimee that she needed to repent

595

Aimee Semple McPherson, This Is That: The Experiences, Sermons and Writings of Aimee Semple
McPherson, (Happy Joliver Publishing. Kindle Edition), 49-50.
596
Ibid, 64.

239

for her inaction. At the next meeting, she had another opportunity to interpret tongues, which she
did, much to her delight. She was especially encouraged about her gift when a man who spoke
the language of the tongue speaker confirmed that Aimee’s English translation was correct.
Interestingly, Aimee compared the sensation of interpreting tongues to speaking in
tongues. She wrote, “It was almost exactly the same as speaking in tongues, my lips and tongue
were controlled by the Spirit in identically the same way. The words did not pass through my
brain but came flowing out of my innermost being just as the Spirit gave utterance. The only
difference between this and speaking in tongues was that it came in English.”597
In Findlay Ohio, Aimee had another supernatural experience that would change her life
and ministry. She had broken her ankle after falling down a flight of stairs. While attending a
service at a local mission, a voice told her, “If you will wrap the shoe for your broken foot, and
take it with you to wear home, and go over to North Avenue mission to Brother Durham and ask
him to lay hands on your foot, I will heal it.”598 She obeyed. William Durham laid his hands on
Aimee and prayed, “in the name of Jesus, receive your healing.”599 At this, Aimee recalled, “I
suddenly felt as if a shock of electricity had struck my foot. It flowed through my whole body,
causing me to shake and tremble under the power of God. Instantaneously my foot was perfectly
healed, the blackness was gone, the parted ligaments were knitted together, the bone was made
whole. Glory to Jesus! I was healed!”600Subsequently, she removed her cast, shocking the one
skeptic, turned believer, in the room. The removal of the cast revealed that the bruising had
vanished. Aimee was so excited that she jumped on the foot and danced around the room. This
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instance was a lasting reminder for Aimee of God’s healing power. A point that Aimee would
keep in her heart as later in her career she was known for a potent healing ministry.
After this supernatural encounter, Robert and Aimee moved to China, believing God had
called them to be missionaries. The culture shock was very difficult for Aimee, who had a mental
breakdown while in China. To make matters worse, Robert passed away shortly after arriving,
leaving Aimee and her young daughter no option but to seek passage back to America.
She would later marry Harry McPherson and settle in Rhode Island. Aimee began the life
of many women of her era as a stay-at-home mother in charge of domestic duties. It was during
this time that Aimee suffered from severe depression, believing that she was missing out on a life
of ministry that God had called her to; something that Harold was not keen to hear about.
Eventually, feeling the call of God, Aimee took her children and left Harold to become an
itinerant evangelist.
Most of her early meetings were held in tents. Like Sunday, she was often one of the
people laboring to erect the tent. Exacerbated with his estranged wife, Harold McPherson wrote
to Aimee demanding she return to fulfill her duties as a wife and mother. Aimee refused.
Eventually, Harold would join her in the ministry after he received a divinely inspired dream that
impelled him to do so. However, after growing weary of itinerancy, Harold later abandoned the
evangelistic lifestyle. Yet Aimee persisted.
Her tent meetings were lively and often marked with the type of behavior found at the
Azusa Street Revival, with both forms of enthusiasm present. For example, at a tent meeting in
Rhode Island, “many danced, shook under the power, and received the Holy Spirit.”601 In
Florida, Sister Aimee recalled, “Practically every state in the Union was represented by the
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tourists who gathered to this place, and many were amazed as they saw and felt the power of the
Holy Spirit, heard the messages in tongues and interpretation, the Heavenly music and singing,
and saw the saints at the altar falling prostrate under the power, coming through to the baptism
and speaking in languages they had never learned in their lives.”602
Many times, the interpretation of tongues that occurred in Aimee’s meetings came from
Aimee’s spiritual gift. The Bridal Call, Aimee’s newsletter she started while on the road,
recorded such an interpretation. “Friday night of last week the Lord poured out His Spirit in a
wonderful manner. . .There were mighty messages given in tongues through different saints and
interpreted by Sister McPherson, telling of the wonderful pastures and land that the true
Shepherd has for the sheep of His pasture. The Spirit spoke in prophecy telling of the many poor
thin wounded sheep living in the dried up pastures and drinking the dirty water soiled by many
feet, and begged the hungry sheep to jump over the fence of doubt and fear, coldness and
formality, etc into the free pastures where the grass and clover was green and fragrant, and the
water flowed clear as crystal from the spiritual Rock.”603 The message was an obvious metaphor
about the superiority of the Pentecostal style of worship as opposed to other liturgical practices.
The “false shepherds” are the pastors whom Sister Aimee proclaimed were trying to hinder the
sheep (layman) from enjoying the best pastures, which most likely represent the lively type of
services found among the Pentecostals.
Since Sister Aimee was musically inclined, in many of her meetings, music was a
prominent feature. Often Aimee was said to “play in the spirit.” Interestingly, The Bridal Call
recorded a song sung in tongues and interpreted by Aimee. Unlike the many interpreted songs
from the Azusa Street Revival, this song had a title, “Wilt thou Watch With Me One Little
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Hour?” The song had several stanzas, and the following is a portion of the purported divinely
inspired tune:

The night is dark. The sun that long since hid his face.
The Master cometh forth into the garden to pray,
He bringth forth his chosen ones to pray with Him.

O! dark is the night, their eyes are heavy with slumber
‘Will you watch with Me one little hour?
Will you stay awake and resist the tempter’s power?
Will you watch with me this little hour?
Soon the watching will all be o’er’

Jesus approacheth again and saith, ‘Sleep on now and take your rest,
The blessing you might have had is fled away
Alone I prayed with no one to stand with Me
Sleep on, sleep on, and take they rest604

A central theme of Sister Aimee’s ministry and newsletter was the imminent return of
Christ and the need for repentance. But unlike many evangelicals in her day, Aimee did not
spend much time talking about the horrors of hell. Rather, she often emphasized the blessings
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one could receive when coming to Christ, in this life and the next. These feel-good sermons
became a vital aspect of Aimee’s popularity
Sister Aimee also emphasized that the gifts of the Spirit were still available for believers
today, and although many early Pentecostals focused on scriptures like Mark 16:17-18, Aimee
preferred to use Hebrews 13:8, “Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to day, and forever.”
Aimee concluded from this scripture that if Jesus did not change, and he and his disciples healed
the sick, raised the dead, and performed miracles, then it stands to reason that he was doing the
same work in the twentieth century. Thus, in addition to tongues and interpretation of tongues,
Sister Aimee’s ministry promoted and manifested other gifts of the Spirit.
One was the gift of prophecy. One of the prophecies given by Aimee at a Camp Meeting
in Long Branch is recorded in The Bridal Call. The introduction to the prophecy is telling. It
reads as if Aimee is speaking on behalf of God. Interestingly, much of the message is spoken in
King James English with words such as “Lo” and “thou,” and the first line had an allusion to
Shakespeare. “Give me thine ear, O my people; lend me thine ears.” 605
The prophecy is a call to perfectionism for people who claimed they were Christians. The
church, which is compared to a vineyard (an allusion to Isaiah 5), is told not to “Be encumbered
with many cares,” and that God was calling out a sanctified people among the “lukewarm.”606
The church is told that God was raising up a people who were going to be continuationist.
“Through this people,” she wrote, “will I show forth mighty signs and wonders. The people shall
marvel before them, saying ‘What manner of people are they.’”607
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While prophecy, tongues, and interpretation of tongues were featured in Aimee’s
ministry, she was more well-known for her gift of healing. It is noteworthy that historian Janice
Dickin wrote that Aimee had expressed “discomfort” with the gift, a conclusion that biographer
Daniel Epstein also noted.608 There are several reasons for her discomfort. First, like Woodworth
before her, she did not want the mission for souls to play second fiddle to divine healing. Second,
there were concerns about the inconsistent nature of miracles. Since Aimee was known as a
healer, and many flocked to her meetings to see healings, there was always the concern that a
healing may not manifest (which did occur). If it were the case that a healing did not transpire,
Sister Aimee might lose credibility.
With this concern in mind, as her ministry grew, Sister Aimee’s staff vetted those who
came for healing. The invalids were to spend time praying and listening to ministers in order to
build up their faith. Also, Aimee’s ministry team attempted to rule out frauds and those who
wanted to put on a scene.
Aimee’s autobiography provided several accounts of healing. In one instance, “A
preacher came on crutches not believing that the Lord could heal as in days of old, and in answer
to prayer God healed him instantly, in the middle of the meeting and he ran about the tent,
dancing, without his crutches and shouting: ‘Why, the Lord still heals! He heals as in days of
old!’”609 Likewise, in a later interview, students from Aimee’s Bible school recalled seeing a
goiter instantly leave a person’s neck after being prayed for by Aimee.
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The Bridal Call is filled with testimonies of various illnesses cured through prayer as
well. One excerpt declared, “A dumb woman speaks distinctly and is heard by the multitude to
say, ‘Praise the Lord’ and to name that unspeakable precious name of Jesus. A neighbor who has
known her for fifteen years declares this to be the first word that she has ever heard.”610 The
article went on to describe the healing of a little boy with leg braces. After his healing, he walked
and ran in the church while “the mother and father are clasped in each others’ arms...The braces
are forgotten, left to join the pile of crutches and canes and other contraptions that have been left
behind.”611This last comment demonstrates that Sister Aimee had some of the same practices as
Dowie and the leadership of Azusa, displaying medical implements as tokens of healing.
Also, like her predecessors, Sister Aimee wrote apologies defending the belief that
healing was for today. Many of them were written in articles dedicated to continuationism, often
using the Hebrews 13:8 passage as her main proof text. In one article, she invoked the story of
the Angel of Bethesda. Anachronistically, she referred to the Jewish leaders as cessationists,
saying that they believed the age of miracles were over and therefore did not try to perform
miracles as the prophets had done. Aimee claimed that God so desired to heal people that in the
absence of any willing human agent he sent an angel to stir the waters of the Bethesdan pool in
order to bring healing to those in need. 612
Empowered by these spiritual gifts, Sister Aimee traveled from town to town, spreading
her gospel message. She recalled that God told her to decorate her car with signs on each side.
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One sign read, “Jesus is Coming Soon,” the other, “Where Will You Spend Eternity.”613 This
“gospel car” was a perfect method for Aimee to drum up interest for meetings when she reached
a new town. Often, she or a family member would use a megaphone to speak to passersby as the
gospel car rode through the streets.
The life of an itinerant eventually became difficult for Aimee, who traveled with her two
small children and mother. She eventually decided to settle down in one location, and in Los
Angeles she attempted to create a ministry that would seem to some oxymoronic. On the one
hand, it was meant to be an evangelistic revival center which implied itinerancy. On the other, it
was a stationary church with a training program and members with Aimee as its pastor. The goal
was to save souls and energize people from other churches and send them back with zeal.
However, Aimee’s popularity meant that many decided to stay and make the Angelus Temple
their home church.
Astonishingly, the beautiful Angelus Temple was built by funds raised from Aimee
herself through her revival meetings. She would come back between revivals, oversee its
building, and then hit the road again to raise funds. When the project was complete, she had built
an ornate structure that could hold over 5,000 people. This structure was a far cry from the
humble buildings that often housed early Pentecostal churches. Historically, some have
suggested that the Angelus Temple was the first mega-church. The church attended weekly by
more than 5,000 parishioners, it brought in large sums, had great influence in the area, and had a
media presence.
It was at this point Aimee began to veer away from her Pentecostal roots. Her services
had less of the first type of enthusiastic behavior, although there was still much emotion. The
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second form of enthusiasm was present in her healing ministry, but the public use of tongues and
interpretation of tongues was stifled. Blumhofer remarks, “Reporters routinely applauded the
‘saneness’ and orderliness of her meetings even when the crowds pulsated with emotion.”614 It
should be noted that not everyone shared this sentiment. Essentially, Aimee was stuck in the
middle. Her Pentecostal supporters thought she was too orderly, while some of her other critics
among cessationists thought she was not orderly enough.
Despite this, Aimee is often credited with bringing Pentecostalism to the mainstream,
although that may not have been an apparent goal. She understood that some of the excesses of
Pentecostalism were an offense to the middle class, who came from other traditions. As such, at
the Angelus Temple, she stuck to evangelism, healing, and what she was probably best known
for, her illustrated sermons.
If Whitefield had started the marriage between the theatre and the church, Aimee Semple
McPherson perfected it. Sunday nights at the Angelus Temple were packed with audiences
teeming with excitement to see Sister Aimee’s illustrated sermons. To be sure, it was still a
church service, filled with worship, prayer, and concluding with an altar call. The main event
though was the sermon, in which the stage was decorated with a theme appropriate to the story
being told. Aimee and other church members might be in costume. In addition, the musicians
followed the story, and on occasion, live animals were used in the production.
Many of the sermons were retellings of Biblical stories, probably her most famous was a
reenactment of the Exodus. Sometimes though, the play may come from a famous fairy tale or
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just one of her own making. With each play, the crowds cheered, laughed, or cried, but always
they came back for more.
Her illustrated sermons worked perfectly in the home of Hollywood and attracted more
than fundamentalists. Attending an illustrated sermon was a must-see for any tourist visiting the
area. These sermons brought in those who were just interested in entertainment, and like
revivalists before her, brought in the scoffers who found the spectacles amusing at best or
blasphemy at worst. In fact, Sister Aimee’s success brought her many critics from other
churches; the most notable was “Fighting” Bob Schuler, who wrote a scathing book denouncing
McPherson and her ministry entitled “McPhersonism” A Study of Healing Cults and Modern
Day ‘Tongues’ Movements Containing a Summary of Facts as to Disappearance and Reappearance of Aimee Semple McPherson.
Schuler was not the only critic. Criticism of Aimee increased as her popularity grew.
Sister Aimee soon became the focus of much media attention. This was partly due to her
Angelus Temple and dramatic sermons, but she had also reached a large audience from her radio
ministry on KFSG. Interestingly, Sister Aimee was one of the first to use this new technology to
reach a wider audience. In some ways, she is the prototype of the televangelist a generation later.
One reporter noted that Sister Aimee was skilled at “using high-powered methods of the
twentieth century to popularize the old-time religion of the eighteenth.”615 This was a good way,
to sum up, Sister Aimee’s approach. She appealed to the fundamentalist’s strain of Christianity,
calling for them “to bring back the amen corner, the altar calls, and the hallelujah shout and
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return to the good old Bible.”616 Yet Aimee utilized the very thing fundamentalists often decried,
such as the theater. Aimee combined in a dynamic way the entertainment industry and
Christianity. Moreover, as Sister Aimee became more successful, some fundamentalists became
concerned about her apparent repudiation of traditional fundamentalist values, especially in her
dress (she cut her hair and wore stylish outfits) and her relations (she kept associations with
people who were not of the fundamentalist ilk).
Critics also came to Aimee as scandal developed in her ministry. The most infamous
scandal was her supposed kidnapping. In 1926 while swimming on the beach with her secretary,
Aimee went missing. The secretary reported that she saw Aimee swimming but had lost sight of
her.
Many, like her mother, concluded Sister Aimee had drowned; she was even proclaimed
dead by the leadership of the Angelus Temple. Yet some came to search for her in hopes of
finding her. Her influential status as a religious figure can be seen from the following comment
from a reporter who covered the search. “Some of the evangelist’s followers believe that in some
way or another, she will ‘come back.’ One man, overcome by emotion and a long watch on the
beach, declared he saw her image walking on the water.”617
Five weeks later, Aimee appeared on the border of Arizona where she claimed that she
had been abducted by two men and a woman who held her for ransom. The story itself sounded
like one of the many dramas. According to her account, a woman lured her to a car and stated
that she wanted Aimee to pray for her sick child (something which, according to Aimee,
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happened often), then Aimee was drugged and taken to a shack in Mexico where she was bound.
She reported, “from what I overheard my abductors saying… I was being held at some place in
Mexacali, if there is a place by that name. The woman, Rose, treated me very nicely, and the
men did not molest me with any undue attention. I prayed constantly and talked to them of God.
I’ll bet they were tired of hearing my preaching.”618 Eventually, Aimee claimed she escaped after
cutting her bonds using an opened tin can, and then made her way through the desert. After this,
and a brief stay at the hospital, she returned to her church. “Hosannas and Hallelujahs echoed
and re-echoed and over the great assemblage there swept in an undertone from hundreds of lips
of Angelus Temple adherents a devout ‘Praise the Lord.’”619
Although her story could never officially be verified or debunked, it caused a sensation
that made headlines across the United States, with both lawyers and reporters trying to poke
holes in Sister Aimee’s story. The most widespread rumor was that Aimee had left with her
former radio engineer Kenneth Ormiston who earlier had to leave the Angelus Temple after
rumors about an untoward relationship between him and Aimee arose.
This was not the only scandal that would put Aimee in the headlines. She faced conflict
with her inner circle, even becoming alienated from her mother and daughter. Controversy also
surrounded her later marriage to David Hutton. The portly baritone came with his own scandal as
he was accused of having sexual relations with a masseuse and promised her marriage only to
break it. Even though Hutton had his own baggage, the fundamentalists who followed Aimee
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were incensed with the marriage to Hutton since McPherson had a living former spouse. For
Pentecostals and many fundamentalists, this constituted adultery.

Figure 8. Photo of Sister Aimee Semple McPherson. Library of
Congress

Aimee would regain some of her popularity during the Great Depression as the Angelus
Temple became a center of benevolence for all those who were in need. In addition, she slowly
began to regain her Pentecostal roots, allowing for the more emotional and supernatural aspects
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of Pentecostalism. She even held a revival at the Angelus Temple, honoring the surviving leaders
of the Azusa Street Revival.
Throughout her career, Sister Aimee suffered from loneliness and insomnia. She would
spend hours at night typing away at her typewriter, either preparing sermons or articles for The
Bridal Call. In 1944 while on another crusade she died after an accidental overdose of sleeping
pills. Although gone, Aimee was not forgotten. She left behind not only a widely known career
but a church that is still active. Aimee had also created a Pentecostal denomination, the FourSquare Gospel Church, that claims 5 million adherents to this day.
Sister Aimee’s career is not only important to the history of enthusiasm because, like
Billy Sunday, she demonstrated that the lively plain spoken revival sermons of the past still
attracted audiences, but also because her career signaled that Pentecostalism would become more
mainstream. Before Aimee, many Pentecostals were generally from the lower socio-economic
class and met in plain buildings, going largely unnoticed except for their peculiar way of
worship. After Aimee, Pentecostals using tactics similar to Aimee’s would reach the masses
utilizing tent revivals, mass media, and mega-churches. The widespread practice of
Pentecostalism would ensure that both types of enthusiasm would continue in America up to the
present.
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Conclusion
Wildfire, Sacred Fire, or Strange Fire?
In 2013 a panel of four ministers set on the stage at Grace Community Church in
California to discuss the Charismatic Movement. The occasion was the “Strange Fire
Conference,” which was held for pastors and laymen to deliberate on the perceived issues within
the Charismatic/Pentecostal movement (here later referred to as the Charismatic Movement). The
first-panel session was streamed on YouTube, and according to the catalyst of the conference,
Reformed minister John MacArthur, the live-streamed panel discussion was the top trending
video on Twitter that day. At the heart of this conference were questions and issues concerning
enthusiasm (the participants did not use this antiquated term) that sounded something like the
pamphlets and sermons from the First and Second Great Awakenings.
The ministers raised the issue of the doctrine of continuationism. Like Chauncey before
them, they rejected wholesale the second form of enthusiasm, believing that as the age of the
apostles came to an end, so did prophecies, revelations, and impressions. However, it was not
only the second type of enthusiasm that was the subject of conversation. The first panel spent
much time criticizing the first type of enthusiastic behavior present in modern Pentecostal and
Charismatic churches.
Video clips were shown of various Charismatic services or ministers, and the panel had
an opportunity to respond. Many of the remarks were caustic, and the Christianity of those in the
video was often called into question. Unanimously the panel members were opposed to the
emotionalism that was on display. The panelists presented age-old theories, including hypnotic
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suggestion, learned behavior, and demonic influence to make sense of the behavior. Rationality
and biblical theology were juxtaposed to emotional and “mind-numbing” worship.620
Besides enthusiasm, another hot-button topic with the panelists was the music often
associated with the Charismatic Movement. For the conference leaders, it was the music that led
to the widespread acceptance of the Charismatic Movement in churches across America. In his
critique, MacArthur suggests that repetitive songs sung within Charismatic circles are a baser
form of worship. MacArthur proposed that songs with verses help feed the intellect and provide
the worshipper with a better theological perspective.621
Like the Old Lights of the First Great Awakening, the leaders of the Strange Fire
Conference warn their listeners to stay clear of Charismatic churches. They also warned
evangelicals to either respectfully leave or challenge churches that begin to accept some of the
trappings of the Charismatic Movement. In addition, listeners were given advice and resources
on how to reach Charismatic friends and family.
One of the resources is the book written by John MacArthur entitled Strange Fire: The
Danger of Offending the Holy Spirit with Counterfeit Worship. In it, MacArthur compares the
errors of the modern Charismatic Movement to the sin of two Old Testament priests, Nadab and
Abihu, whom God slew for offering “strange fire” on the altar. MacArthur’s view on the
Charismatic Movement is made plain in the opening of his book. He writes, “To abuse the
Spirit’s name is to take God’s name in vain. To claim He is the one who empowers self-willed,
whimsical, and unbiblical worship is to treat God with contempt. To turn the Spirit into a
spectacle is to worship God in a way that He deplores. That’s why the many irreverent antics and
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twisted doctrines brought into the church by the contemporary Charismatic Movement are equal
to (or even worse than) the strange fire of Nadab and Abihu. They are an affront to the Holy
Spirit.”622
In response to the Strange Fire Conference, a flurry of theological rebuttals arose from
Charismatics. One minister, and participant of the Brownsville Revival (described at the
beginning of this work), Michael Brown, responded to MacArthur with his own book, Authentic
Fire: A Response to John MacArthur’s Strange Fire. In it, Brown critiques the Charismatic
Movement, agreeing with MacArthur that much needed to be reformed, including false
prophecies, extreme behavior, and, more prominently, the prosperity gospel. 623 Brown states,
“In short, Pastor MacArthur’s criticisms of the Charismatic Movement are inaccurate, unhelpful,
often harshly judgmental, sometimes without scriptural support, and frequently divisive in the
negative sense of the word. Where he rightly points out some of the most glaring and serious
faults in the Charismatic Movement, I add my ‘Amen,’ having addressed these same abuses for
many years myself. . .But when he damns millions of godly believers, demeans the real work of
the Spirit, accuses true worshipers of blaspheming the Spirit, and calls for an all-out war against
the Charismatic Movement, a strong corrective is needed, along with a positive statement of the
truth of the matter. That is the purpose of this book.”624 Like some revivalists before him, Brown
was arguing not to throw the baby out with the baby water.
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The Strange Fire Conference and book suggest several things. They demonstrate that the
growth of the Charismatic Movement has been influential. It did not end with McPherson; rather,
it skyrocketed as McPherson brought Pentecostalism into the mainstream. Following
McPherson’s death, there were a series of revivals in the Post-War years that some have dubbed
the “Healing Revivals,” which thrived from the 1940s into the 1960s. During this time, men such
as Oral Roberts, A. A. Allen, and Jack Coe led this movement as they traveled across the
country, most often in tents, claiming to bring miracles, especially healing, wherever they
traveled.625 According to David Harrell, the minister who was probably the most prominent and
the progenitor of these revivals was William Branham. A brief outline of his claims and career
will provide an example of the type of men who propagated this movement.626
Branham was a Kentuckian of humble origins whose sermons were primarily anecdotal
stories about his life in which he claimed many miraculous encounters. His most famous was the
story of how he was visited by an angel who gave him the power to heal. This story is retold in
the Voice of Healing Magazine, which covered the healing revivals during this era. In it,
Branham recorded that when he was young, he heard the sound of movement in the trees above
him when suddenly “there seemed to be a whirlwind, out of which an audible voice spoke these
words ‘Don’t ever smoke, drink, or defile your body in any way, for there will be a work for you
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to do when you get older.’”627 Branham claimed the voice was that of an angel whom he would
later meet “face to face.”628
Branham later claimed that this same angel visited him while he was praying. He
described the angelic figure as “a man who, in human weight would weigh about two hundred
pounds, clothed in a white robe, had a smooth face, no beard, but with dark hair down to his
shoulders, rather dark complected with a very pleasant countenance.”629 The angel told Branham
that his peculiar life was an indication that God was going to use him. The angel said that
Braham would have the gift of healing and that if he would be sincere and “get people to believe
you,” that no sort of disease, including cancer, would hinder him.630
After this, Branham started a ministry wherein he prayed for the sick. Like ministers
before him, he asserted that many miraculous healings occurred during his ministry. One of the
unique aspects of Branham’s ministry was that he claimed he was able to detect diseases by
vibrations in his hand. At many of his meetings, he would bring visitors up to the front and begin
to reveal secrets about their lives after declaring that he had never met them. Nevertheless, one of
his most astonishing claims is that a halo appeared over his head while preaching.
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Figure 9. Photograph of William Branham preaching with supposed
halo. Library of Congress

After the Branham era, the Pentecostal movement, and by extension continuationism,
would continue to thrive due partly to what was known as the “Second Wave” of Pentecostalism
or the Charismatic Renewal, whose heyday was in the 1970s. Essentially, this was a time when
people of various denominations and theological backgrounds began to accept continuationism.
One who was a Charismatic could, be Reformed in soteriology but accept that the spiritual gifts
(the charismas) are for today. This meant that people in traditional denominations and liturgies
accepted practices like speaking in tongues, prophecy, and divine healing. The Charismatic
Renewal could be found among groups such as Catholics, Baptists, and Episcopalians.
The Strange Fire Conference also demonstrates that the age-old debate among American
evangelicals regarding enthusiasm continues to the present with no sign of being resolved by
either side. The “in-house” debate among American evangelicals from the First Great
Awakening continues. Often both sides still use the arguments from their theological forbears.
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Conclusions
While this work ends with the story of the burgeoning Pentecostal/Charismatic
movement, it acknowledges that the story could continue throughout the end of the twentieth
century and into the twenty-first century. In the twenty-first century, it is the Pentecostals and
Charismatics who are the new advocates of this religious expression, but as this work has
demonstrated, they were by no means the progenitors. Indeed, the first form of enthusiasm in all
its manifestations, whether it was shouting, crying aloud, jumping, running, falling, or even
jerking, was well attested among evangelicals of all stripes from colonial times to the Azusa
Street Revival. Moreover, while continuationism was not formally recognized by most
mainstream denominations in the two Awakenings, there were tendencies towards this view. For
example, the early Methodists were prone to visions and dreams, and among African American
evangelicals, there was a propensity for continuationism. Later in the nineteenth century,
Holiness advocates, the inheritors of Methodism, also continued the practice. The main
innovations brought about by Pentecostals have been the “third work of grace” ideology and the
practice of speaking in tongues. In addition, Classical Pentecostal doctrine has added the view
that speaking in tongues is the initial physical evidence of the Holy Spirit’s Baptism. It should be
noted that much of this ideology was propagated through revivalism and eventually found its
way into mainstream evangelicalism.
As this work has argued, there has been a strong association between enthusiasm and
American revivalism. Revivals could occur without this behavior, and the behavior could occur
without revivals, but the energetic nature of American revivalism seems to have helped
enthusiasm become more pervasive in American evangelicalism. In many ways, there is a
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symbiotic relationship between the two. Enthusiasm sometimes helps spread or perpetuate
revival, such as when people were “filled with the Spirit” on Bonnie Brae Street before the
Azusa Street Revival. Alternatively, the behavior could develop as a result of revivalism, as it
did in the revival at Northampton.
Since this work has tried to tell the story of enthusiasm as associated with revivalism, it
has attempted to stay clear of every incident of enthusiasm in American history. It has also
attempted to focus on only major revivals from the colonial period to the early twentieth century.
It is worth noting, however, that revivalism still thrives in modern America. Whether it takes the
form of local churches holding week-long services or the form of major denominations, like the
Church of God, holding annual camp meetings for a vast majority of its members. Also, it could
be argued that the emergence of the modern megachurch (an institution pioneered by
McPherson) satisfies many of the elements of traditional American revivals including its
penchant for enthusiasm.
Megachurches bring together a variety of people in large numbers weekly and provide
the interdenominational feel of the early revivals while also giving its members the lively music
associated with past revivals. In addition, among many megachurches, the “new ministry”
generally dominates. Indeed, David Wells argues in his book, No Place For Truth: Or Whatever
Happened to Evangelical Theology, that modern pastors (the book was written 25 years ago)
desire to learn skills such as psychology and business in their seminary rather than theology.
Wells laments an increasing trend among ministers who either lack theological training or avoid
hefty theological sermons, instead providing entertaining, pithy, uplifting messages.
Recall that as the revival tradition progressed, in Finneyesque fashion, the revivalist
became the center of the revivals. In some cases, as with McPherson, a personality cult began to
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develop. Today, in many megachurches, a similar situation occurs wherein the pastor takes
center stage and receives widespread media attention. Moreover, the megachurch and its pastor,
following McPherson and Whitefield’s footsteps, often utilizes mass media, including television
and social media, to extend their influence. Most historians do not question the influence of a
person like Finney or Moody, who used “old school” methods to promote their ministry. The
same should be acknowledged for the widespread influence of televangelists who speak to
millions regularly, providing the emotional, experiential, and in some cases, miraculous services
that were the hallmarks of early revivals.
Another conclusion deduced from this study is that wherever enthusiastic behavior
appeared, it brought with it controversy. The subjective nature of the behavior was always at the
heart of the debate concerning enthusiasm. How can one affirm when a particular behavior truly
had divine origins? Did God cause a person to run, shout, or dance? Was a dream the result of
bad food, or does God still give dreams as he did Joseph and Daniel? Advocates of enthusiasm
have tried various ways of overcoming subjectivity by creating parameters as Martin Knapp
attempted, but short of denying any supernatural communication or feeling from God, this has
been a difficult task.
Just as enthusiasm is subjective, so is the tolerance of it by supporters. A common theme
presented in this work is the idea that every minister has their own level of tolerance for
enthusiasm. For example, each minister has their own way of defining a fanatic. Fanatic becomes
relative. Like in the case of William Seymour, who was open to both forms of enthusiasm and
yet he believed fanaticism could occur. This was also the case for A.J. Tomlinson, a man who
even lent support to snake handling yet had his limits. Some, like Edwards, could accept the
occasional emotional outbursts but drew the line at continuationism, whereas Parham could
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preach and advocate continuationism, while decrying the emotional behavior exhibited by the
Azusa Street participants.
Furthermore, supporters and detractors claim to have the Bible on their side when they
advocate or criticize behavior. For example, the revivalists often make appeals that ecstatic
behavior was acceptable because David danced before the Lord and that the Psalms speak in the
imperative when referring to dancing or shouting. Likewise, appeals are made to the people who
fell before the Lord, such as John and Daniel. For detractors, though, the oft-repeated passage in
1 Corinthians to let “everything is done in decency and order” is a proof text to deny such
behavior during worship.
Regardless of the denunciation on all sides, the sola scriptura stance of Protestants
generally held most enthusiasm in check. However, the idea of direct communication from God
and new revelations led some to stray from the orthodox fold. These heterodox beliefs could be
as drastic as Mormonism and Shakerism or less controversial like Oneness Theology (Oneness
Pentecostals are often still classified as Protestant despite their belief).
Another common theme noted in this work is novel approaches to pneumatology affected
how people expected to have an experience with God. For example, Methodists developed the
Second Work of Grace doctrine. With it, future Methodists and Holiness leaders came to expect
a second existential experience subsequent to salvation in their life. This is evident in the life
experience of Phoebe Palmer, who confessed that she expected something supernal to occur at
sanctification. Later, however, she taught others that they did not have to experience something
profoundly emotional; rather, they needed only rely on God’s Word. This call to have faith in the
Bible instead of experience stemmed from seeing many discouraged Methodists, like herself,
who lacked a weighty experience when they called to God for salvation or sanctification.
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Another example of how unprecedented pneumatological approaches impacted experience can
be seen in the case of Charles Parham’s students. Recall that Parham’s students concluded that
speaking in tongues was the evidence of the Holy Spirit’s Baptism. As such, they came to look
for and expect a subsequent experience to their salvation and sanctification. They also expected
that tongues would accompany this experience. When the students finally spoke in tongues, the
experience served to strengthen their pneumatological perspective.
Experiential religion was a key factor in American revivalism. So often, the dead and
formal were contrasted with the lively and informal. Whether it was salvation, sanctification, or
later, the Baptism of the Holy Spirit, evangelicals claimed a person could profoundly experience
these spiritual events. How a person could experience these may have been subjective, but
generally, the understanding was that one would be emotionally impacted, which could lead to
some outward expression, whether it was the less offensive expression of tears or the more
controversial expressions such as jumping, convulsing, or dancing. In addition, some thought
that the person might have an authentic supernatural encounter. Once again, this could take the
form of the less controversial inward impression on the mind or the more controversial
charismatic gift such as tongues or prophecy.
Experience was not only important for the revival attendees, but it was also integral for
the revivalist. Americans often flocked, not to men (and later women) of pedigree and seminary
training, but to men who seemed to be supernaturally aided with the ability to speak to
audiences. Many Americans now turned to preachers whose lives and messages exuded an
awakened status. Whether it was true or not that the preachers were supernaturally empowered, it
was clear that many Americans now wanted ministers who could hold their attention. In fact,
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ministers who had a flair for the dramatic would gain for themselves a prodigious following and
often an equally prodigious revenue stream.
Lastly, an interesting theme presented in the sources is how music played an integral role
in either producing enthusiastic behavior or itself being a form of enthusiasm. Each generation of
revival leaders was opened up to new forms of lively music. Comments abounded about how
music often propelled people into a heavenly realm. Later, in the Pentecostal movement, music
could even be enthusiastic as some were said to sing in tongues, sing prophecies, or in some
cases, gain the supernatural ability to sing or play instruments.

Future Research
While this work has tried to focus on only two types of enthusiasm in American
revivalism, it has opened areas for new research, which would help provide scholars with a
greater understanding of American evangelicalism. A study should be done to demonstrate the
relationship between enthusiasm and democracy. As noted, enthusiasm tends to have a leveling
effect. If all can hear from God, men, women, and minorities, then it stands to reason that all can
fulfill leadership roles, or at least their voices should be valued. One has only to look to
Quakerism as an example of a religious community that had imbedded within their movement a
penchant for democracy.631 Likewise, Shakerism provides an example of how marginalized
individuals, such as impoverished women, could rise to the top due to a perceived ability to hear
from God.

631

The idea of Quakerism promoting democracy can be found in Schulze-Gävernitz, Gerhart von and
Taylor and Francis. Revival: Democracy and Religion (1930): A Study in Quakerism (Swarthmore Lecture, 1930).
First ed. Boca Raton, FL: Taylor and Francis, an imprint of Routledge, 2019.
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Furthermore, more work should be done on transnational revivalism, focusing on
European experiences with enthusiasm. It would be helpful to understand how enthusiasm in
Europe was transplanted to America just as the Pentecostal movement would later be transferred
to Europe. Methodism itself would provide ample material to analyze, as early Methodists on
both sides of the Atlantic were known for their raucous behavior.
This work has focused primarily on enthusiasm within the evangelical movement in
America, and yet this experience can also be found among Catholics and the various Orthodox
traditions.632 Moreover, more could be done to analyze the heterodox groups and their
connection with enthusiasm, including Quakers, Shakers, and various spiritualist groups with
connections to Christianity.
Lastly, more could be done to show the connection between enthusiasm and revivalism
with eschatology. As noted in previous chapters, many believed that an end-time revival would
usher in the eschaton. In some cases, even among cessationists, there were musings about the
return of the charismatic gifts in this great end-time outpouring of God’s spirit. Therefore,
strange behavior may be accepted more if one believed the revival, they were experiencing was
the long-foretold revival to come. In fact, Pentecostal and Charismatic Christians later adapted
this mode of thinking. For example, the idea that God would pour out special end-time graces for
the last day’s revival was appropriated by some to bolster the third work of grace doctrine. Since
it was an unprecedented doctrine, adherents could proclaim it was a recovered one. In short, now
that Christ was soon to return, he saw fit to awaken the church to doctrines that had been lost
since the Patristic period or further back to the Apostolic age.

632

Roman Catholics have generally maintained a form of continuationism. This can be demonstrated by the
many stories of various saints and miracles. Furthermore, among the Orthodox is a mystical practice called
Hesychasm, an intense form of prayer in which the participant can have a divine experience with God.

266

This work has demonstrated that American revivals often produce wild emotional
gatherings that may appear odd to an outsider (or even an insider). Regardless of the social
stigma placed on “enthusiasts,” most were convinced that what they experienced was real. Being
convinced as they were, in their zeal, enthusiasts encouraged others to have the same experience.
This, in turn, would spread the penchant for enthusiasm. Despite its critics, it is clear this
behavior, whether of earthly origins or divine, is genuine enough for adherents to leave a
continuing impact on American evangelicalism. Its continuance in American evangelicalism
ensures that this unique behavior will provide ample room for further research in the decades to
come.
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